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The thesis is a thematic exploration of four autobiographical novels by two prominent 
female writers of their times: Jane Eyre (1847) and Villette (1853) by Victorian British writer 
Charlotte Bronte (1816-1854); and Cat's Eye (1988) and Moral Disorder (2006) by late 
Modem Canadian writer Margaret Eleanor Atwood (1939-). It will focus on one of the least 
realised driving forces behind every action- an individual's need for recognition. 
It is often overlooked that recognition given or withheld by others would contribute to 
influencing the construction of an individual's identity and the feeling of at-homeness. The 
four protagonists of the four quasi-autobiographical fictional writings to be discussed, Jane 
Eyre in Jane Eyre and Lucy Snowe in Villette, Elaine Risley in Cat's Eye and Nell in Moral 
Disorder, find themselves strangers in strange places at certain periods of their lives. Based 
on the theories of Recognition by Jessica Benjamin and Charles Taylor, the thesis shall argue 
that the protagonists' lack of psychological at-homeness is very much due to non-recognition 
or misrecognition they have received from certain significant personalities in their lives. 
The first chapter, entitled "Non-recognition I Misrecognition", details the conflicts the 
protagonists confront in their struggles to gain recognition. It will explore how non-
recognition and misrecognition are key factors for an individual to have negative emotions 
toward herself and the world around her; and discuss how non-recognition and 
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misrecognition from the heroines' mothers or mother figures, their significant others and 
other important individuals in their lives, adversely affect their identities and make them 
foreigners in their worlds. 
The second chapter elaborates on the concept of Recognition, and suggest how 
recognition from others could be exploited, which would also deprive protagonists of their at-
homeness. It will also illustrate how recognition, both from the heroines themselves and from 
the people around them, is essential for them to eventually reach a "home" and a resolution 
for all the tensions generated as they search for recognition. 
The thesis illuminates the four texts from two literary periods and two countries to 
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Perhaps one of the most vital and least realised human needs is the need for 
recognition. Or, as psychoanalyst Jessica Benjamin puts it, perhaps it is precisely because it is 
so central to human existence that it escapes notice. Benjamin asserts that "it appears to us in 
so many guises that it is seldom grasped as one overarching concept." (Benjamin, 15) 
The Oxford English Dictionary defines recognition as an acknowledgement that 
something is "true, valid, legal, or worthy of consideration; esp. formal acknowledgement 
conveying approval or sanction of something"; and that it is "[t]o acknowledge, consider, or 
accept (a person or thing) as or to be something." 1 Indeed, to recognise is to see, to 
understand, to affirm, to acknowledge, to appreciate, to validate, to accept, to believe, to 
support, and to love. These are dictionary definitions. What is essential to Benj amin and 
Charles Taylor, and for me in following them, is that recognition is intersubjective. 
Recognition is not just seeing but confirming something in another individual, and this 
confirmation often creates identity in that individual. Recognition, in this sense, that is 
recognition from another - especially from someone who occupies a position of authority and 
meaning over the individual- is often internalised. What these important others perceive as 
certain qualities of the individual can easily be internalised as part of herself; such that if the 
individual is considered by figures of authority as incompetent, she may internalise this 
constructed image of herself and behave incompetently. This could be a result of 
misrecognition, which, in essence, can be interpreted as an erroneous perception or 
understanding of a person, or an imposition of an imperceptive image on an individual. Using 
the same example, an individual may be aware of her own capability, but could be 
persistently misrecognised by others as incompetent. Misrecognition mainly involves 
1 Oxford English Dictionary. <http://www.oed.com >Date accessed: 20 January, 2010. 
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misunderstanding, mistaken assumptions, or, in Charles Taylor' s words, "alien imposition" 
(Taylor, "The Politics of Recognition", 65) while it could also be partial recognition. Non-
recognition, on the other hand, refers to oblivion and ignorance instead of mistaken 
interpretation of these qualities, behaviours and subjectivity of a certain individual. All of 
these are usually generated by miscommunication or lack of communication. 
Misrecognition and non-recognition, being concepts concerning perception and 
understanding, should not be confused with misused or abusive recognition, which moves 
beyond perception to actions. As defined above, misrecognition refers to misunderstanding of 
an individual's personal attributes, while misused or abusive recognition would refer to a 
recognition of these attributes, but exploiting them to benefit himself or herself at the expense 
of the individual concerned. An individual could be forced to reach an unreasonable goal if 
another person abuses the recognition of her capability. Likewise, an individual could be 
further diminished if her lack of self-confidence is recognised. Hence, misrecognition, non-
recognition and misused recognition could be equally devastating for an individual in the 
construction of her identity. Recognition, then, remains one often neglected motive behind 
many interpersonal actions, and it is from this perspective that the thesis explores four novels 
by two prominent female writers of their times: two Bildungsromans by Victorian British 
writer Charlotte Bronte (1816-1854), Jane Eyre (1847) and Villette (1853); and two by late 
Modem Canadian writer Margaret Eleanor Atwood (1939-), Cat 's Eye (1988) and Moral 
Disorder (2006), the former a Kunstlerroman and the latter considered by some a short 
fiction collection which is made up of eleven short story-chapters. The thesis examines how 
the theory of recognition illuminates these four quasi-autobiographical fictional writings, 
tracing the j oumeys of the quest for a permanent home of the four protagonists - J ane Eyre in 
Jane Eyre, Lucy Snowe in Villette, Elaine Risley in Cat's Eye and Nell in Moral Disorder2 -
2 Bronte, Charlotte. Jane Eyre. (1847) U.S.A.: Random House Publishing Group. 2000; Bronte, Charlotte. 
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and argues that the four heroines would remain strangers in strange places if they are unable 
to be fully recognised, by others and by themselves. While the four heroines, from two 
different eras and two countries, may not be conscious of how the construction of their 
identities and their feelings of at-homeness are influenced, if not determined, by recognition 
given or withheld by others, the non-recognition or misrecognition they have received from 
certain significant personalities in their lives have resulted in a severe lack of psychological 
at-homeness for them. The external journeys of finding a home they embark on are in essence 
simply an expression of their inner journeys of self-discovery and of discovery of identity. 
According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the word ((Home" embodies several 
meanings. On the factual level, "home" is the place of one's dwelling or nurturing; the fixed 
residence of a family or a household; one's own country and one's native land. On another 
level, "home" is also a place, region, or state to which one properly belongs, in which one's 
affections centre, or where one finds refuge, rest, or satisfaction. Hence, feelings of 
"unconstrained" and "unembarrassed" are states of being which are naturally and properly 
attached to and associated with a home, and that one is at perfect ease as if one is in one's 
own home; in one's element. 3 But the four protagonists, who have been strangers in strange 
places, do not always find refuge and ease staying at their dwelling places. The thesis argues 
that recognition is the key element to make a place a "home", and investigates the central role 
that recognition plays in the heroines ' search for a home as strangers in the world. 
The concept of "Recognition", originally proposed by Georg Wilhelm Friedrich 
Hegel, the 19th Century German philosopher, is not always easy to grasp. The sense in which 
the thesis uses the term "recognition" shall always be the technical sense as suggested by 
Benjamin and Taylor which goes back to Hegel's definition. For Hegel, "difference" and 
Villette. (1853) U.S.A.: Signet Classic. 2004; Atwood, Margaret. Cat's Ey e. (1988) Canada: McClelland & 
Stewart Inc. 1998; Atwood, Margaret. Moral Disorder. (2006) Great Britain: Virago Press. 2007. Subsequent 
references are to these editions and appear in the text. Chapter references are included for the convenience of 
readers with different editions. 
3 Oxford English Dictionary. <http://www.oed.com >Date accessed: 28 August, 2009. 
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"individuality" are the key foundations in the concept of recognition, for a person would 
never be properly and fully recognised if the people around her fail to see the individuality in 
her and come to respect her will and values as something distinct from their own. This 
concept of individuation actually grows in the late eighteenth century in which each 
individual is seen as unique and original; and this originality registers that each human being 
has her own path and will react to circumstances in her own ways, such that each person has 
her own distinctive calling. (Taylor, "The Expressivist Turn", 375) Recognition, then, 
demands this originality and individualistic path to be respected. It is important for a person 
to be seen, understood and regarded as a distinctive individual in the sense that her entire 
existence would be different from the others' expectations or constructed images of her, so 
that, in being recognised, she would be seen as who she is instead of who they want her to be. 
From this perspective identity is not viewed as one single self-constituted entity but as an 
inter-subjective relationship. An individual's position in the world and in the society is 
inevitably constructed by her relationships with the others in the same community, which is 
also why it would always be shaped by the recognition given by or withheld from these 
people. 
The concept has heavily influenced Jessica Benjamin and Charles Taylor. According 
to Benjamin, recognition is "that response from the other which makes meaningful the 
feelings, intentions, and actions of the self. It allows the self to realize its agency and 
authorship in a tangible way." (Benjamin, 12) She registers recognition as the affirmation of a 
persoc's independent existence, and an individual's feelings that she is the author of her own 
acts "by being with another person who recognizes her acts, her feelings, her intentions, her 
existence, her independence." (Benjamin, 21) Recognition is affirmation. It is more an 
acknowledgment than an agreement and acceptance, but it is a sign of the other's confirming 
response of the existence and behaviours of the self, so that it is also reflexive when it 
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influences and even determines how the particular individual regards herself through the 
affirmation or negation of the other. As Taylor asserts in his discussion on multiculturalism, 
there is indeed an essential linkage between the concept of recognition and the issue of 
identity. Taylor explains that the politics of recognition constitutes to "a person's 
understanding of who they are, of their fundamental defining characteristics as a human 
being." Non-recognition and misrecognition inflict harm on a person as a form of oppression, 
because they would be "imprisoning someone in a false, distorted, and reduced mode of 
being." (Taylor, "The Politics of Recognition", 25) It would be oppressive and also 
destructive to the construction and development of an individual's identity for it would be an 
imposition of certain behaviours and responses to circumstances. The thesis shall explain 
how misrecognition and non-recognition would contribute to an individual's sense of 
alienation in the world, which, in fact, is another Hegelian concept. (Taylor, "Politics and 
Alienation", 88) 
He gel believes that the first step of such consciousness is "one's awareness of oneself 
as a subject for whom something distinct, the object, is presented as known", and this 
requirement is "dependent on one's recognition (or acknowledgment-Anerkennung) of other 
self-conscious subjects as self-conscious subjects, and, moreover, on one's recognition of 
them as similarly recognizing oneself as a self-conscious subject." (Redding; italics in 
original) In other words, the construction of an individual's identity and the affirmation of 
one's individuality are very much dependent on "mutual recognition", which may be tied up 
with a fundamental Christian concept of loving one another. Benjamin points out the 
importance of mutual recognition through noting that recognition "can only come from an 
other whom we, in turn, recognize as a person in his or her own right." (Benjamin, 12) 
Misrecognition or non-recognition will not necessarily be harmful if it comes from a person 
whose opinions could not affect the individual. An individual's recognition of another person 
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is important to this issue because it signifies an acknowledgement of the influence the other 
person's opinions have on the individual's self-image, and subsequently, her behaviours. The 
relational nature of identity registers that a person's view of her own self relies greatly on 
how her own identity is perceived by the people with whom she has significant recognition 
interactions. Recognition, or rather, mutual recognition, then, is essential in the establishment 
of identity and the confirmation of the self. This, as shown by He gel, later forms the core of 
relationships of domination which occur in imbalanced power relationships when an 
individual submits herself to another individual and shapes her own identity according to the 
will and expectations of this person. 
Recognition, identity, and at-homeness, are three interconnected issues. As discussed 
above, recognition from others contributes to the construction of an individual's identity; and 
an identity situates the individual in a particular position in the world which accounts for her 
at-homeness, and at the same time her at-homeness would also help affirming her identity, 
which in turn could influence how an individual needs to be recognised. Meanwhile, 
recognition also directly affects an individual's at-homeness, for it is in love, in acceptance 
and in comradeship that an individual could find a "home" which serves not only as a place 
of dwelling or residence, but as a place of belonging which offers "refuge, rest and 
satisfaction" as defined above. Likewise, non-recognition and misrecognition as a result of 
misunderstanding, neglect or refusal to accept immediately imposes a distance in the 
relationships between individuals and alienates a person in the society and in the world. 
Hence, recognition or the lack of it might be seen as an essential fa~tor, and at-homeness or 
alienation would be the result. 
Hegel's theory of recognition illuminates not only literary texts in its application to 
the relationships between characters, but it is equally applicable in the everyday world as it 
enables readers to review and to examine their relationships in a different light: in terms of 
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the full/partial recognition, misrecognition and non-recognition one g1ves and receives in 
their vocations, their friendships, their familial and romantic relationships. The theory 
reminds readers that the respect for differences and individuality is the base for recognition 
which is fundamental for them to achieve at-homeness. Isolated or not, an individual cannot 
be at home if she is not properly and fully recognised, and thus in the cases of the four 
protagonists, their quests for an ultimate "home" are in essence quests for recognition. 
The four heroines come from two different literary periods, but they share the same 
anxiety being isolated individuals, the same need to be recognised, the parallel longing for the 
understanding and protection from a mother/ mother figure, and from other individuals with 
whom they have significant interactions. Bronte's heroines, Jane Eyre and Lucy Snowe, have 
been thrust into situations where their qualities and personal attributes are not recognised, 
while Atwood' s heroines, Elaine Risley and N ell, are displaced where they should have 
found a home because they have been deliberately misrecognised. For both late-modem 
heroines, misrecognition or non-recognition from the others might even have gradually led to 
their own misrecognition of themselves at certain periods of their lives; but for all four of 
them, as the four novels demonstrate, recognition is the key to an ultimate resolution to all the 
conflicts and problems they encounter in their search for a home, their search for at-homeness 
in the strange world they are placed in. 
The four quasi-autobiographical novels, written by two women writers about women 
from two different periods, express the same concern over the position of women even 
though it may not be the primary issue being explored. Atwood reveals in an interview that 
"it was normal [at her times] for women to think their situation was abnormal if they were not 
married" (Atwood, Margaret and Beaulieu, Victor-Levy, 86) which was exactly what 
preoccupied the Victorian women. Through the novels, both Bronte and Atwood seek 
recognition for the women in the position of their heroines, who suffer from the same kinds 
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of misrecognition and non-recognition from the people around them, with the same history of 
misrecognition, and who have the same need for recognition. As the definition of "home" 
becomes broader, the "home" that the four heroines are in search of no longer signifies only a 
place of permanent dwelling, but a place where they can be utterly "at-home". In fact, they 
need to find a "home" in familial relationships, in marriage, and in career. While it is 
important for such recognition to be exercised in a benevolent manner, He gel's theory of 
recognition suggests how the sense of at-homeness of Victorian and late Modem heroines 
alike are greatly dependent on being fully recognised by others, especially by mothers I 
mother figures and by their significant others. Indeed there are many differences in the needs 
of early Victorian and late Modem heroines, but in essence, these novels seem to suggest that 
there have not been too many changes on the life of women in 150 years. In searching for a 
home as strangers in the world, they are essentially still in search of recognition. 
As Atwood quotes novelist Alistair Macleod' s words, writers write about what 
worries them (quoted in Atwood, "Writing Oryx and Crake", 330). The two Victorian novels 
Jane Eyre and Villette reflect Bronte' s concern for the marginalised women figures , for 
whom it would be particularly difficult to find a home in a world where they are 
automatically considered strangers. Charlotte Bronte lived in a time in which, as Florence 
Nightingale said in 1836, women have "passion, intellect, moral activity- these three - and a 
place in society where no one of the three can be exercised" (quoted in Fraser, 146). Bronte 
shared these qualities with her protagonists, Jane Eyre and Lucy Snowe, but, being orphans 
as well as- for the most parts of the novels - single women without ;noney, Jane and Lucy 
are inevitably marginalised figures of the society. As critic Luann McCracken Fletcher notes, 
Lucy Snowe, (and in the same way, Jane Eyre as well,) "fails to fit even the most mundane 
prescription for a woman's place in the nineteenth century - that she receive[ s] her support 
from either family or husband." (Fletcher, 727) They have become victims of social class 
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misrecognition because they begin their lives lacking a root and a home to shelter them. 
Bronte understands that, as a Victorian woman, she and her heroines were confined in the 
social expectations of her time which amount to misrecognition of who the heroines are. J ane 
Eyre's childhood sufferings have been very much a result of her relatives' misrecognition of 
her as an orphan; and both the grown-up Jane Eyre and Lucy Snowe continue to be 
misrecognised or overlooked as unmarried ladies trying to earn their own livings, so they are 
displaced by their social and economic inferiority. In giving them a voice in the two novels, 
Bronte demands her readers to recognise them not as individual beings but as members of 
marginalised, misrecognised social groups. 
Atwood' s protagonists, Elaine Risley and N ell, do not have to choose between 
marriage and career. They may not be securely settled in their relationships but neither of 
them is prepared to follow the conventional template. Despite being "emancipated" late 
Modem heroines, they are facing similar issues and similar social pressure to the Victorian 
heroines. Although they are not restricted by the socially imposed gender boundaries like 
J ane Eyre and Lucy Snowe, there is still a certain formula for them to follow in order to fulfil 
the conventional image of the woman as an angel in the house. Through the misrecognition 
Elaine suffers from as a controversial painter, Atwood demands readers to understand that the 
artistic career Elaine embarks on should not be regarded as secondary to the conventionally 
considered "primary" career of a woman as a housewife; while through Nell's rejection of her 
mother's imposition of the template of the mistress of a conventional household, Atwood 
shows that late Modem women have too much life force to be confined in the domestic realm. 
As Charles Taylor says, "[m]odem society, we might say, is Romantic in its private and 
imaginative life and utilitarian or instrumentalist in its public, effective life." (Taylor, 
"Politics and Alienation", 71) In other words, the comparison of the two Victorian novels and 
the two late Modem novels as the comparison of the parallel struggles of the four heroines 
10 
underlines that, contrary to what modem readers would have expected, this phenomenon of 
misrecognition of the late Modem women is to some extent a continuation of that suffered by 
the Victorian ladies. 
The thesis focuses on the four heroines' struggles to achieve at-homeness in the 
strange worlds they are placed in through receiving misrecognition from the significant 
individuals in their lives, detailing the reasons behind their needs for recognition, what they 
have done in order to attain recognition, and how, paradoxically, their behaviours have 
instead been destructive to their identities, threatening their existence and further alienating 
them. The chapters are structured around the core concept of recognition, and how the 
presence and absence of this contribute to the heroines' feelings of being at-home or alienated 
in strange places. 
The first chapter, entitled "Misrecognition I Non-Recognition", discusses the 
destructive effects brought about by misrecognition and non-recognition of an individual's 
subjectivity. The chapter is divided into three sections, arranged according to the degree of 
the protagonists' intimacy with the characters who fail to recognise them properly. The first 
section concerns the First Bond any individual normally develops with another human being: 
the mother-child relationship. For the late Modem heroines, this relationship involves the 
natural mothers and daughters - between Elaine Risley and Mrs Risley, and between N ell and 
her mother - or, in the cases of the Victorian heroines, the mother figures and the daughters, 
including Mrs Reed for J ane Eyre and Mrs Bretton for Lucy Snowe. This section explores 
this bond as the initial recognition an individual requires, analysing how Mrs Reed's 
misrecognition of Jane Eyre marginalises her as an outcast in the Reeds household through 
identifying her as a dependant; how Mrs Bretton' s non-recognition of Lucy Snowe confirms 
her as a "cypher"; how Mrs Risley's misrecognition of Elaine renders her helpless in the 
childhood bully she is suffering from; and how Nell's mother forces on her a conventional 
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template she rejects - all of which mark the beginning of alienation the heroines ' experience 
from their worlds. 
The second section examines the relationships between the heroines and their 
significant others, usually their husbands (Elaine Risley and Jon, Nell and Tig), and their love 
interests (Jane Eyre and Mr Rochester, Lucy Snowe and Dr John), who are often the most 
important individuals in their lives. In the discussion of Cat 's Eye, this section will also 
examine the relationship between Cordelia and Elaine as Cordelia is certainly another 
influential figure in Elaine's life. This section explores how Cordelia's misrecognition and 
non-recognition of Elaine is the fundamental factor which facilitates the childhood trauma, 
how Dr John's misrecognition continues to identify Lucy as a "cypher", how Tig's oblivion 
of N ell's anxiety has deprived her of her sense of security, and how misrecognition or non-
recognition from Mr Rochester, Cordelia and Jon has transformed these relationships of 
intimacy into relationships of master-slave domination. 
The last section of this chapter discusses the other problematic relationships the 
heroines have had with other less significant individuals or groups of people in their lives 
which contribute to their alienation in the world. These include St John Rivers' courtship 
which threatens to be another relationship of master-slave domination for J ane Eyre; Lucy 
Snowe's employer-employee relationship with Madame Beck and Elaine's problematic 
"friendships" with Cordelia, Carol and Grace, both of which generate relationships of 
domination, resulting in the heroines' surveillance of themselves. The section will also look 
at Elaine's relationships with her Life Drawing class, which continues to mark her as an 
exotic, as well as Nell's misrecognition of herself as another disastrous result from 
misrecognition from the others. This section continues to analyse how misrecognition and 
non-recognition account for the heroines' lack of at-homeness in the world. 
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Chapter Two is a continuation of the exploration through analysing the other side of 
the same coin. Entitled "Recognition", this chapter is also divided into three sections and 
discusses how recognition, both favourably and unfavourably, influences the lives of the four 
protagonists. The first section focuses on the Victorian heroines, explaining how recognition 
from characters such as Miss Temple, Mrs Fairfax, the Rivers sisters, Miss Marchmont and 
M. Paul allows Jane Eyre and Lucy Snowe to attain at-homeness in the strange world which 
marginalises them as orphans and impoverished single women. The second section focuses 
on the late Modem heroines, analysing how recognition, being misused and exploited, can be 
equally destructive to the subjectivity and identity construction of an individual as 
misrecognition or non-recognition. This section resumes the discussion of Elaine' s childhood 
bully through investigating how misrecognition, non-recognition and exploited recognition 
complement each other to facilitate the trauma. It also interrogates whether Nell ' s 
misrecognition of herself provides the ground for Lizzy and Oona to exploit their recognition 
of her weaknesses. Through the experiences of the late Modem heroines, this section argues 
that recognition alone is not sufficient to achieve at-homeness; it must be exercised in an 
appropriate way in the forms of support, protection, and respect. This third section concludes 
this chapter through underlining the essentiality of the heroines ' recognition of themselves in 
the process, their firm beliefs in their identities, their own values and judgement. This section 
suggests that, during the courses of their lives, there are certain moments of enlightenment in 
which the heroines would discover and recognise an empowered strange self. The recognition 
of this self is, indeed, an important step to achieve mutual recognition \vhich is the core factor 
for an individual to finally reach at-homeness in the world. 
Ultimately, complete discovery of the self in mutual recognition involves support, 
respect, love, and understanding. It involves being neither a slave nor a master, being the 
master of her own self and not a victim of domination and imposition of will. This is the 
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essence of the "at-homeness" the four protagonists are seeking. Recognition, in another sense, 
allows the individual to experience psychological freedom, the freedom from imposition, 
surveillance, marginalisation and domination, or in Fletcher' s words, the freedom to "reject 
the role assigned to her" and the freedom from being pressured "to perform according to the 
definitions of others" (Fletcher, 731 ); and this freedom is what "at-homeness" really 
represents. The four novels embody the j oumeys of self discovery and the search for a home 
through alienation, marginalisation and displacement due to partial recognition, 
misrecognition and non-recognition. Self-discovery, "at-homeness" and full disclosure of 
identity is the goal, the destination of the journeys; and recognition is the key to the 
resolution of all the anxieties and frustration during the process. Illuminating the four novels 
from Victorian Britain and late Modem Canada, the thesis underlines that an individual's 
quest for recognition remains a perennial issue. 
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Chapter One: 
Misrecognition I Non-recognition 
Section One: The lack o[the First Bond: the absence o[initial recognition 
"A child sitting under the piano, in the boom of the tingling strings 
And pressing the small, poised feet of a mother who smiles as she sings." 
- Piano, D. H. Lawrence ( 1918) 
The first bond any human being makes with another human being is usually with her 
mother. The relationship between the infant and the mother is the beginning of all kinds of 
relationships, and so it is in the mother or the mother figure that an individual first recognises 
an other and first seeks recognition. As Benjamin says, it is an inexplicable joy for the child 
to be in a relationship that assures food and comfort, the sense of security; and that embodies 
the mutual recognition of"both my [the mother's] connection to you [the child] and your [the 
child's] independent existence". Such mutual recognition includes emotional attunement, 
mutual influence, affective mutuality and sharing states of mind in the mother-infant 
interaction (Benjamin, 15-16; italics in original) Benjamin cites an example of an infant 
reaching excitedly for a toy, and the mother says, "Wow!" The mother's response shows that 
she understands and approves the infant's excitement. Technically she is not excited by the 
toy, but she is excited by the infant's excitement; and while communicating this excitement 
the mother recognises the infant's subjectivity and feelings. This sharing of feelings is 
pleasurable because it signifies the mutual recognition explained above. As Benj amin points 
out, "[t]his conscious pleasure in sharing a feeling introduces a new level of mutuality- a 
sense that inner experience can be joined, that two minds can cooperate in one intention. This 
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conception of emerging intersubjectivity emphasizes how the awareness of the separate other 
enhances the felt connection with him: this other mind can share my feeling." (Benjamin, 30; 
italics in original) It may be natural for the infant to recognise the mother for she is 
essentially the first individual the infant comes in contact with; and the recognition of the 
mother is especially important in the establishment of the infant's individuality and 
subjectivity. 
The mother-child relationship, then, is the foundation of any other relationships the 
individual will be developing with others, and the stability of this first bond as well as the 
recognition from the mother are greatly influential in the "at-homeness" an individual feels 
and her subsequent relationships. Intimacy with the mother is an important element in the 
psychological health of an individual. In Book Two of his The Prelude, Wordsworth has 
made an observation about the psychological well-being of the infant who enjoys an intimate 
bond with the mother: 
" Blessed the infant Babe, 
(For with my best conjectures I would trace 
The progress of our being) blest the Babe, 
Nursed in his Mother's arms, the Babe who sleeps 
Upon his Mother's breast, who, when his soul 
Claims manifest kindred with an earthly soul, 
Doth gather passion from his Mother's eye!" 
(W ordsworth, 2: 23 7-24 3) 
And because of the mutual recognition and the sense of security the infant finds in this 
mother-child relationship, the infant feels at home in the world: 
"No outcast he, bewildered and depressed; 
Along his infant veins are interfused 
The gravitation and the filial bond 
Of nature, that connect him with the world." 
(Wordsworth, 2: 261-264; emphasis added) 
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In other words, this individual is not an outcast, a stranger, and can be utterly at-home 
because this "filial bond" helps connect him with the world. Yet the mutual recognition of 
this filial bond is precisely what all of the four protagonists could not manage to achieve. 
Because of this lack, in certain periods of their lives, they find themselves displaced as 
outcasts, strangers, and sometimes they find themselves disconnected from the world. 
The Victorian Heroines 
Both of the Victorian heroines, Jane Eyre and Lucy Snowe, are in a sense 
disconnected from the world as isolated individuals. Jane Eyre is an orphan and Lucy Snowe 
is assumed to be one, because, throughout the narrative she has not communicated to readers 
any forms of relationships she has had with the other members of her family or even distant 
relatives except a brief mention of her uncles Charles and Wilmot who never appear in the 
novel. (Villette, Vol. 1, Ch. VI, 43) While Janc Eyre has declared herself to be an orphan, she 
actually has connections with her Aunt Reed, her Uncle John Eyre, her Reed cousins and her 
Rivers cousins; but Lucy Snowe has none. Essentially neither of them could enjoy a "filial 
bond", and the absence of the mothers marks them both as outcasts in the world they are 
placed in. 
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Without their own mothers, both Jane Eyre and Lucy Snowe first seek recognition 
from other mother figures. At the beginning of their narratives, both heroines are taken under 
the wings of the two mother figures- lane's Aunt Reed and Lucy's godmother, Mrs Bretton. 
Both J ane and Lucy are staying at the residences of the two middle-aged widows with their 
children, and it is in these relationships that they suffer from misrecognition and non-
recognition, particularly as members of a certain social group - the orphans. 
Orphans in the Victorian period were victims of social misrecognition and existed on 
the fringes of society because they were often considered a threat to social stability. (Banerjee, 
Jacqueline) Deserted and neglected, they usually lacked the shelter of a caring family, and it 
was difficult for the Victorians to feel positive towards them, because, as Laura Peters points 
out, the orphans are easily associated with other unsettling anti-social elements such as 
gypsies and foreigners, and the slurs of illegitimacy and mixed-raced parentage (Peters, 143 ). 
While some orphans were deposited in orphanages, others who were considered as the luckier 
ones were taken in by their relatives (Banerjee, Jacqueline), which is fundamentally Jane 
Eyre's situation. Yet in both of these cases the orphans would become burdens on the family 
and the society and were therefore often unwelcome. Misrecognition, then, is a function of 
social anxiety. 
This explains why Jane Eyre is inevitably misrecognised in Gateshead Hall when Mrs 
Reed, her aunt by marriage, unwillingly takes her in. With no blood relation to her, Mrs Reed 
takes her in only because she has promised her deceased husband to do so, so Jane is merely 
seen as a pauper left in her hand:;. Dependence and poverty arc the only things her Aunt Reed, 
her cousins and the servants can see in her. Penniless when she is orphaned, Jane Eyre is 
deprived of her equal status with her cousins and marginalised as a social outcast despite her 
blood relations with her cousins, and she is repeatedly reminded of her debased status as a 
dependant, as she is explicitly and plainly instructed, by the maid Miss Abbot, that "you 
18 
ought not to think yourself on an equality with the Misses Reed and Master Reed, because 
Missis kindly allows you to be brought up with them. They will have a great deal of money, 
and you will have none: it is your place to be humble, and to try to make yourself agreeable 
to them." (Jane Eyre, Ch. II, 12-13; emphasis added) 
Miss Abbot's remarks represent the general attitude of the servants, who also consider 
J ane to be a burden to the household, referring to her cousin and tormentor her "young 
master" and telling her that "you are less than a servant, for you do nothing for your keep." 
(Jane Eyre, Ch. II, 11) It may be significant of Bessie, who would have been the only person 
in the household to care about J ane, to suggest to her that she "should try to be useful and 
pleasant, then, perhaps you would have a home here" (Jane Eyre, Ch. II, 13; emphasis added). 
This draws on the fact that even the servants do not consider Gateshead a home for her - even 
the servants do not recognise J ane as part of the household and she has no right to be staying 
there. If J ane had developed an affectionate relationship with this mother figure of Mrs Reed, 
she might have been recognised and respected, by her cousins as well as the servants, as a 
worthy inhabitant of the mansion; for it is possible that the mistress's attitude would 
influence the servants' attitude toward her, and that the servants' non-recognition of her 
status as a dependant would be based on Mrs Reed' s misrecognition of her as an 
impoverished child. She is thus treated as an outcast when all consider her to be a burden on 
the household, so she would always feel that "I was a discord in Gateshead Hall; I was like 
nobody there; I had nothing in harmony with Mrs. Reed or her children, or her chosen 
vassalage." (Jane Eyre, Ch. II, 16-17; emphasis added) Suffering from misr~cognition and 
treated as an outcast, Jane can hardly find a soulmate in a place where she "is like nobody", 
and she is aware that she is not at home in Gateshead. 
The lack of the first bond with the mother-figure 1n Mrs Reed and the mutual 
misrecognition Jane shares with her benefactress render it impossible for her to feel at home 
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in Gateshead. It is many years later when the grown-up Jane Eyre returns to Gateshead Hall 
and visits her aunt in her deathbed that they reveal their feelings to each other. Mrs Reed 
admits that she had always disliked Jane, and perhaps Jane ' s status as the orphaned child of 
her husband's impoverished relative might contribute to Mrs Reed's initial dislike; but when 
the young J ane Eyre retaliates to this lack of affection through declaring that she is a "bad, 
hard-hearted", "deceitful" woman, "the worst of anybody in the world" who has treated her 
with "miserable cruelty", Mrs Reed has actually felt "fear": "as if an animal that I had struck 
or pushed had looked up at me with human eyes and cursed me in a man's voice." (Jane Eyre, 
Ch. IV, 49; Ch. XXI, 356) Mrs Reed has misrecognised Jane to be a child with a very bad 
disposition which has led her to be convinced that "[y ]ou were born [ ... ] to be my torment". 
The young J ane has not been able to detect and understand the fear Mrs Reed has had for her, 
just as Mrs Reed has not been able to see that the young J ane ' s passionate language has 
concealed her longing for her affection: "as a little child, I should have been glad to love you 
if you would have let me". (Jane Eyre, Ch. XXI, 357) Jane' s childhood at Gateshead Hall is 
dominated by such mutual misrecognition she shares with the first mother-figure she has had; 
and so, as a place where she is debased, abused, and demanded to be submissive and humble, 
Gateshead Hall is where J ane is settled and sheltered, a point of departure for her life ' s 
journey, but it is not a "home" for her. 
Although the Brettons' mansion is scarcely a place of belonging for Lucy Snowe, her 
relationship with her mother figure Mrs Bretton is certainly much more affectionate than that 
between Jane Eyre and Mrs Reed. The young Jane Eyre has obviously been miserable staying 
at Gateshead Hall; but the young Lucy Snowe, visiting the Brettons about twice a year 
declares that "well I liked the visit". While J ane Eyre finds herself a discord in the mansion, 
rejected by almost everyone, Lucy remarks that "[t]he house and its inmates specially suited 
me." (Villette, Vol. 1, Ch. I, 3) Yet this signifies neither the inhabitants ' recognition of Lucy 
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nor her at-homeness in the mansion. At the beginning of the novel Lucy tells readers that her 
godmother Mrs Bretton and her son Graham Bretton are "Bretton of Bretton", and as Nina 
Auerbach observes, little Polly Home has a surname which connotes "a certain oneness with 
the world"4• Lucy herself, however, is the only person who is not connected to anyone in the 
mansion or any place in the world. She is no more connected to the inhabitants of the 
Brettons' mansion than J ane is to those in Gateshead, and as Lucie Armitt says, Lucy is 
always "different" from this family and she would only hold "an outsider's perspective" 
which suggests she cannot find it a "home". (Armitt, 220) One of the main reasons is that she 
has not managed to enjoy an intimate relationship with her mother figure, Mrs Bretton. 
Although Lucy has told readers that "in a quiet way I was a good deal taken notice of by Mrs 
Bretton" (Villette, Vol. 1, Ch. I, 3), throughout the narrative Mrs Bretton does not really seem 
to be particularly affectionate and attentive toward her. There seem to have been little 
interactions between them during Lucy's stay at the Bretton's place, and when Mrs Bretton 
converses with her their subject of concern has been little Polly Home. The attention she 
receives appears to be scarcely more than that of a servant. Lucy has observed that "Mrs. 
Bretton was not generally a caressing woman" ( Villette, Vol. 1 ,Ch. I, 6), but it is likely that 
she is simply not treating Lucy with the "sentimental manner" which she is now showing 
little Polly Home. Although their relationship is not one with mutual dislike, psychological 
abuse and passionate language as that between Jane Eyre and Mrs Reed, they certainly do not 
have the expected "emotional attunement, mutual influence, affective mutuality and sharing 
states of mind". Mrs Bretton simply does not recognise Lucy as a goddaughte:;:- who needs 
love and a certain degree of attention. 
When the grown up Lucy Snowe reunites with her godmother as a fainted lady taken 
in by Dr John, Mrs Bretton could not identify her as her goddaughter. Lucy observes that 
4 Auerbach, Nina. Romantic Imprisonment: Women and Other Glorified Outcasts . New York: Columbia 
University Press. 1985. Pg. 204. Quoted in Armitt, Lucie. "Haunted Childhood in Charlotte Bronte's Villette. 
The Yearbook of English Studies. Vol. 32. Children in Literature. 2002. Pg. 220. 
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"She spoke to me so much as of old she used to speak that I almost fancied she was 
beginning to know me." (Villette, Vol. 2, Ch. XVI, 162) Lucy's remarks have suggested that, 
even in the past when Mrs Bretton knows her as her goddaughter, she has treated her with no 
more warmth than now when she only sees Lucy as an unknown lady, a stranger. 
Perhaps Mrs Bretton is a naturally motherly person, and her manner toward Lucy 
seems to have grown affectionate after reuniting with her: 
When my godmother had held my hand for a little while, and chatted with me, and 
scolded me for having become thinner than when she last saw me, she professed to 
discover that the snow-wind had disordered my hair, and sent me upstairs to make it 
neat and remove my shawl. 
(Villette, Vol. 2, Ch. XXIV, 258) 
In some ways Mrs Bretton cares for Lucy like a mother, and the interaction as quoted 
above certainly resembles one between a mother and daughter; but, like many mother-
daughter relationships, although Mrs Bretton may love her and care about her, she does not 
understand her. Once Mrs Bretton takes Lucy to attend a grand concert where the King, 
Queen and Prince of Labassecour would attend, and seeing she does not have an appropriate 
outfit for the event, she buys her a pink dress. The gesture itself is very thoughtful, but Mrs 
Bretton does not understand that the colour she has chosen is not compatible with Lucy' s 
temperament. When Lucy sees that Mrs Bretton herself is dressed in brown velvet, she cannot 
help but to envy her "those folds of grave, dark majesty". (Villette , Vol. 2, Ch. XX, 196) 
Mrs Bretton is certainly a kind lady, but the kindness she has shown Lucy is one that 
she would have shown anyone. She has displayed the same motherly manner when, one night, 
her son Graham Bretton and the Count de Bassompierre arrive at her residence La Terrasse 
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like "two mountains of snow"; and Mrs Bretton, "seeing their condition, ordered them 
instantly to the kitchen, prohibiting them, at their peril, from setting foot on her carpeted 
staircase till they had severally put off that mask of Old Christmas they now affected." 
(Villette, Vol. 2, Ch. XXV, 262) Of course Graham Bretton is her son, but it appears she has 
treated her guest Mr Home in a similar manner under the circumstances. This implies that the 
mother-daughter interaction between Mrs Bretton and Lucy Snowe is not a result of their 
shared intimacy as godmother and goddaughter, but ofMrs Bretton's character and habit. The 
motherly affections she has had for Lucy do not seem to embody the acknowledgement of her 
connection to her; these affections are more a component of Mrs Bretton' s character than of 
their godmother-goddaughter relationship. Neither does she recognise Lucy, her temperament 
and feelings. This godmother-goddaughter relationship can scarcely fulfil Lucy' s need of 
love, and Mrs Bretton can hardly develop the "filial bond" with Lucy as a mother-figure, 
especially when mutual recognition is absent in their relationship. 
Hence, Lucy Snowe is a stranger in Mrs Bretton' s mansion in the sense that she is a 
visitor and her stay is only temporary and infrequent. Jane Eyre is not exactly a stranger in 
Gateshead Hall because it is a place where she is settled in as a child and would have settled 
there permanently had Dr Lloyd not proposed the option of going to school. She is, however, 
displaced as an outcast in Gateshead Hall: it provides her with only food and shelter, and it is 
where physical and psychological abuse as well as constant exclusion from festivities take the 
place of love, care and respect. Gateshead Hall to Jane, as Mrs Bretton' s mansion to Lucy, 
are only "home" to the extent that they are the places of their dwelling and nurturing, but they 
are certainly not their homes as places where they can find refuge, satisfaction, and ultimately, 
recognition. 
The Late Modem Heroines 
"Today, after weeks of silence, 
she made a sentence: 
I don't think so." 
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- My Mother Dwindles ... , Margaret Atwood (2007) 
"I have no daughter. I desire none." 
-For My Daughter, Weldon Kees. (1940) 
The late Modem heroines, Elaine Risley and Nell, are luckier than the Victorian 
heroines in the sense that they have families complete with a mother, a father and siblings 
(Elaine has an elder brother Step hen, and N ell has an unnamed elder brother and a younger 
sister, Lizzie ). When it comes to the late Modem heroines, this mother-infant relationship 
seems to refer not only to the mother-daughter relationships, but has expanded to the parent-
child relationships as well. These also involve the fathers though the focus is mainly on the 
mothers. With generally affectionate relationships with the other family members, neither of 
Elaine and Nell are isolated individuals or "outcasts" in the world especially when they could 
enjoy the intimacy of the first bond with their mothers. 
Yet, there is a different kind of misrecognition in their mother-daughter relationships, 
and they are misrecognised as individuals rather than as members of a social group. This 
misrecognition is largely based on the mothers ' lack of understanding of their daughters, but 
as Benjamin suggests, "notwithstanding the inequality between parent and child, recognition 
must be mutual and allow for the assertion of each self' (Benjamin, 24; emphasis added). It is 
also important for Elaine and Nell to recognise their mothers and the kind of upbringing their 
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mothers give them - and this is exactly where their non-recognition of their mothers lies. This, 
together with their mothers' misrecognition of their characters, strengths and weaknesses, 
hinder the assertions of their selves and contribute to a weak emotional attachment between 
them as mothers and daughters. 
Both Elaine and Nell have unconventional mothers. Mrs Risley's misrecognition of 
Elaine mainly concerns two issues: the abusive friendship Elaine suffers from, and her career 
as a professional painter. During the eight years of nomadic life before settling in I Toronto, 
Elaine's mother has not found it necessary to acquaint her with the gender conventions, so 
that when Elaine is first enrolled in Queen Mary Public School she has had difficulty 
identifying herself with the other little girls she meets. Mrs Risley, it appears, has not really 
been a role model for Elaine, or rather, she has not been the kind of role model Elaine would 
like to have. Thus Elaine turns to seek this role model in Cordelia, Carol and Grace as 
conventional little girls, the kind of little girl Elaine would like to be, which becomes a main 
factor that makes her vulnerable to their abuse. In other words, to a certain extent Elaine is 
responsible for this absence of mutual recognition with her mother, because she does not 
recognise her mother, the unconventional behaviours her mother represent, and the kind of 
upbringing she receives from her mother. 
Elaine' s emotional attachment to her mother does not appear to be strong enough for 
her to seek refuge in her mother's guidance and companionship at the time of the abuse, and 
she does not recognise her mother's ability to save her in adversity. Indeed, Mrs Risley is 
able to detect that Elaine has been having problems with her friends, but she is unable to 
protect her from the abusive relationships. She only manages to tell Elaine that "You have to 
learn to stand up for yourself [ ... ] Don't let them push you around. Don't be spineless. You 
have to have more backbone." (Cat's Eye, Ch. 29, 178) Mrs Risley's words, as Patricia 
Goldblatt observes, admonish Elaine and increase her alienation instead of fortifying her 
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through alleviating her distress. ( Goldblatt, 2 79) These words seem to be suggesting that 
Elaine herself is responsible for having been a victim because she is at fault for not having 
enough backbone; at the same time they also illustrate that Mrs Risley cannot understand 
Elaine' s needs. She does not understand that what Elaine needs is the realisation of her own 
position as a victim, the realisation that the "friendship" the three girls are offering her is 
manipulation in disguise. Mrs Risley fails to see that the fundamental reason for Elaine' s 
need for recognition from the conventional girls is that Mrs Risley herself has been an 
outsider to the woman's world that captivates Elaine, and Elaine could not recognise her 
mother as a role model. ( Goldblatt, 2 79) Mrs Risley is telling her to learn to stand up for 
herself because she misrecognises Elaine' s belief in the friendship and her loyalty to the three 
girls as the lack of backbone and her inability to stand up for herself; while in fact Elaine has 
the ability to do so but she chooses not to only because she believes that "[t]hey're my 
friends." (Cat's Eye, Ch. 29, 178) During the summer when the family spends time on the 
north shore of Lake Superior, Elaine has noted that "She [her mother] thinks I am happy." 
(Cat 's Eye, Ch. 27, 166) This also suggests that Mrs Risley is in fact unable to see through 
Elaine to recognise her feelings and her vulnerability. 
Although Mrs Risley has indeed come out to look for her after the traumatic incident 
in the ravine, what actually "saves" her from the ravine is the illusion of the Virgin Mary, not 
her mother in flesh and blood, illustrating the frailty of the mother-daughter bond between 
Elaine and Mrs Risley. When the vision of the Virgin Mary tells Elaine "You can go home 
now, she says. It will be all right. Go home." (Cat's Eye, Ch. 35, 213; italics in original) the 
pain-stricken Elaine stands up by herself and literally goes home, and from that point 
onwards Elaine is able to free herself from the abuse. What Elaine really needs, at that time 
of the abuse and especially at this critical moment of the childhood trauma, is someone to 
encourage her to "go home" and tell her that things will all be fine; someone to tell her she 
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can get away by herself, and not that she should learn to stand up for herself. The figure of 
the Virgin Mary is what Vickroy calls a "fantasy saviour" which would represent the 
forgiveness and comfort that Elaine needs. (Vickroy) It seems that this Virgin Mary in the 
vision understands more about Elaine' s needs and feelings than her own mother does, 
recognising her fears, her pain, and her mixed emotions toward the three girls who bully her. 
Arguably, this vision of the Virgin Mary is the image of the mother-figure Elaine is looking 
for, one that she recognises and would recognise her feelings in return. The vision appears to 
give Elaine what she looks for in her own mother, and what Mrs Risley has failed to provide 
for her. 
Recalling Mrs Risley' s words, "You have to learn to stand up for yourself," (Cat 's 
Eye, Ch. 29, 178) Elaine actually finds herself quite alone in this battle when there is no one 
to stand up for her except herself. Instead of receiving protection from her mother, Elaine 
receives the message that she herself is responsible to deliver herself from this relationship. 
So, without solid support from her mother, Elaine manages to break away from the girls; yet 
the amnesia she suffers from adds a complicated layer to her psychological development in 
the aftermath of the abuse, which, once again, escapes Mrs Risley's notice. When Cordelia 
changes to Elaine' s high school, her mother calls Mrs Risley up and asks if Elaine would 
agree to walk with Cordelia to school every day. By this time Elaine had lost touch with 
Cordelia for more than a year, and had lost all recollection of what has happened between 
them; but this phone call has revived none of the unpleasant memories in Elaine. Mrs Risley 
remembers the abuse, aad this phone call is one of the rare instances in which the mother and 
daughter talk about Cordelia, and they almost touch on the subject of the abuse when Mrs 
Risley is surprised at Elaine's consent to Cordelia's request without a moment' s hesitation. 
Yet she has failed to grab this opportunity to show Elaine her knowledge of the abuse and her 
support for her, possibly because she has failed to realise Elaine ' s nonchalant response and 
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straightforward consent are not a result of her complete recovery from the trauma, but a result 
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of her amnesia, which is an adverse effect the abuse has on her and a sign that her body 
removes the traumatic memory from her because she is yet unable to confront it. 
Concerning this, Mrs Risley is also described as a "guardian of the past-of memory", 
because she keeps the eat's eye marble for Elaine until the adult Elaine is ready to confront 
her past and see it again; and she remembers the 'bad time' when Elaine is still unready to do 
so." (Rogers, 152) Yet, though she guards Elaine' s past, she actually does not have access to 
it. She has completely missed the significance of the cat' s eye marble in Elaine' s life and has 
mistakenly connected it only to the memory of her son Stephen. There is little wonder that, 
after all these years, Elaine still has difficulty feeling close to her mother, despite the fact that 
her mother has tried her best to protect her: "I'm aware of a barrier between us. It's been 
there for a long time. Something I have resented. I want to put my arms around her. But I am 
held back." (Cat 's Eye, Ch. 69, 448) 
The grown-up Elaine feels the barrier that separates her from her mother instead of 
the filial bond that connects them because Mrs Risley has not re eo gnised her anxiety and 
helplessness in the past. Benjamin notes the importance of shared experience between the 
mother and child, "by recognizing such shared experience, the toddler actually moves from a 
retaliatory world of control to a world of mutual understanding and shared feeling. [ ... ] By 
accepting the other's independence, the child gains something that replaces control-a 
renewed sense of connection with the other." (Benjamin, 40) Had Mrs Risley stood by Elaine 
when she faced the trauma, this would have been a shared experience between them which 
would help solving Elaine's rejection of her upbringing, connecting the mother and daughter 
once again, and freeing them from this mutual non-recognition. The failure of such, however, 
causes the mother and daughter to drift further apart. 
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Neither has Elaine received much recognition and support from her immediate family 
in her choice of her career as a professional painter. Instead of consulting her parents she 
simply informs them that she is going to study Art and Archaeology in university instead of 
Biology; to which her parents react with alarm. Their response indicates misrecognition of 
Elaine' s talent and interest, which they are convinced lie in Biology and not in Art. Dr Risley 
insists that Elaine should use the brains God gives her, which he refers to her academic 
excellence in Biology; and he believes that by pursuing art as a subject in university and as 
her career, Elaine is wasting her talent on something useless and meaningless. (Cat 's Eye, Ch. 
49, 308; Ch. 52, 321) Since Dr Risley is a forest entomologist, by taking Art and 
Archaeology as a preference to Biology, Elaine is actually rejecting both her father's own 
subject and her father as an authoritative figure in her life. She studies art and archaeology 
only because the subject "is the only sanctioned pathway that leads anywhere close to art" 
(Cat's Eye, Ch. 49, 308) which is what she really wants to do; and because the archaeology 
part of the subject is reassuring to her parents, who, like any parents, are worried how Elaine 
would be able to make a living, especially when they do not consider an artistic career a 
"serious" career. Elaine's choice reflects her respect for her parents' concern, but her parents 
do not recognise her ability to choose and pursue a career which suits her best. 
Indeed, neither of Dr and Mrs Risley understands that the artistic career Elaine 
pursues means more to her than a job to afford her a living. They do not understand Elaine ' s 
need to articulate what she could not express in words, and that painting, for Elaine, is an 
outlet for her mixed emotions and her chaotic feelings from and after the trauma. In a world 
that she finds herself displaced, she can at least feel herself at home in her vocation. Elaine 
feels that drawing, or the life drawing class, "is my lifeline, my real life" (Cat 's Ey e, Ch. 49, 
309) and this is precisely what Dr and Mrs Risley have been unable to see. Although Mrs 
Risley respects Elaine' s decision in choosing her career, she is more convinced that art is 
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something Elaine could do as a hobby or interest instead. But she misunderstands Elaine's 
attitude toward painting and her career. Elaine takes her career seriously and she is not the 
kind of girl who occupies her time mainly by homemaking and takes up art as a hobby only 
when she has time left for it. (Sharpe) Elaine is, again, left on her own in pursuing her career, 
as her immediate family cannot recognise her psychological need in her artistic career and is 
therefore no more supportive in this matter than in her abusive relationships. 
Elaine's dream of Mrs Finestein and Mr Banerji being her real parents does not only 
indicate that she is more drawn to them as marginalised displaced persons, but it also implies 
that being victims of racial discrimination and placed in a socially inept position, they share 
the same emotional status with her that Elaine cannot find in her own parents. (Banerjee, 
Chinmoy, 518) Being members of racial minorities, they suffer from non-recognition from 
those with assumed racial superiority- the locals- but they, in turn, are able to recognise and 
affirm Elaine's constantly ignored self-worth. Dreaming that her actual parents are "dead but 
also alive" (Cat 's Eye, Ch. 31, 189), Elaine' s conscience realises that her parents' physical 
presence does not offer her the emotional support she needs to tackle the abusive 
relationships, and subsequently, to pursue her career. Elaine's dreams manifest the realisation 
of the distance she has from her parents, the misrecognition they have for her, which is 
basically why she does not find herself at home being with them. 
Elaine actually has an anti-mother figure in Mrs Smeath. Despite Mrs Risley's 
misrecognition and misunderstanding of Elaine, their relationship is of course affectionate; 
but Mrs Smeath's misrecognition of Elain~ has been more destructive to her than she would 
have thought. When Elaine first befriends Grace Smeath she is introduced to the Smeath' s 
household and to Mrs Smeath's "bad heart" which she is suffering from, a heart which Elaine 
bas come to learn that is evil as well as unhealthy. Mrs Smeath is scarcely a protective or a 
conventional mother-figure like Carol's mother Mrs Camp bell, yet she is certainly part of the 
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world of the Toronto bourgeoisie into which Elaine has been trying to gain admission. Mrs 
Smeath has misrecognised Elaine' s atheist attitude as evil and as a sign of wickedness, and by 
bringing her to the church and trying to convert her to the religion, Mrs Smeath is treating her 
as "a heathen and a social outcaste", uncultured and uncivilised. (Potvin) In other words she 
might also have misrecognised Elaine as an exotic and is therefore unworthy of her 
daughter's friendship. 
Elaine might have presumed that Mrs Smeath would be ashamed of Grace's abusive 
behaviours toward her, and indeed what a mother-figure should have done is to discipline her 
daughter for being a bully, which did not happen because, Elaine imagines, Mrs Smeath is 
still ignorant of the affair. What she has not expected is that Mrs Smeath is actually aware of 
and approves the way the three girls abuse her, for she is convinced that the abusive acts are 
"God's punishment" and that "[i]t serves her right" to be treated as such. (Cat 's Eye, Ch.34, 
203) She is so convinced of Elaine deserving what is being done to her that she is even not 
embarrassed or apologetic when she discovers that Elaine has overheard her remarks. This is 
a kind of misrecognition when Elaine overestimates the actual degree of Mrs Smeath's 
kindness. Not unlike Mrs Reed's turning a blind eye over John Reed's abuse of Jane Eyre, 
Mrs Smeath, as an anti-mother figure, approves and encourages Grace's participation in the 
abuse, and hence indirectly facilitating the trauma. 
Like the relationship between Jane and her aunt Mrs Reed, Elaine and Mrs Smeath' s 
mutual hatred is also based on mutual misrecognition. The misrecognition is not one-way. On 
top of Elaine's overestimation of Mrs Smeath' s kindness :;he has also misread Mrs Smcath' s 
eyes. As a child Elaine fears Mrs Smeath' s scrutinising eyes (Sharpe ), the image of her 
frequently taking a rest on the chesterfield in the living room, "lying unmoving, like 
something in a museum, [ ... ] turning her head to look at us, her scrubbed face, without her 
glasses, white and strangely luminous in the dim space, like a phosphorescent mushroom" 
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(Cat 's Eye, Ch. 11, 65) and this is the image that would haunt her forever. But when the 
grown-up Elaine looks back and looks at the pair of eyes she has painted in Mrs Smeath's 
portrait, she notices that "they are also defeated eyes, uncertain and melancholy, heavy with 
unloved duty. The eyes of someone for whom God was a sadistic old man; the eyes of a 
small-town threadbare decency. Mrs. Smeath was a transplant to the city, from somewhere a 
lot smaller. A displaced person; as I was." (Cat's Eye, Ch 71, 457; emphasis added) The 
eyes that Elaine has looked at with both hatred and fear have disguised the discomfort of 
displacement, a feeling Elaine can identify with; but this realisation has come too late. Mrs 
Smeath as an anti-mother figure shall always remain an important part of Elaine's trauma, 
one that she would always remember with hatred. There is little wonder that, for Elaine, a 
general mother-daughter relationship is hardly what Benjamin calls the "emotional 
attunement" and a pleasurable "sharing of feelings". Instead, Elaine is convinced that 
"[b] etween us [the daughters] and them [the mothers] is a gulf, an abyss, that goes down and 
down. It's filled with wordlessness." (Cat's Eye, Ch. 17, 105) 
Nell's relationship with her mother is in a sense similar to that of Elaine and Mrs 
Risley: somewhat affectionate, but very distant. Like Elaine and her mother, there is indeed a 
gulf, an abyss filled with wordlessness between Nell and her mother, the lack of 
communication mainly because of Nell's inability to communicate her thoughts and feelings 
and her mother's refusal to do so. Their lack of communication is perhaps most apparent in 
the story-chapter entitled "The Art of Cooking and Serving" when the young Nell, twelve 
years old, recounts the birth of her little sister Lizzie. It appears that Nell ' s mother has had no 
intention to tell her about the status of her pregnancy; so N ell has had to deduce everything 
by herself, through her father, or through eavesdropping; and most of the time she remains 
bewildered, because at her young age she cannot fully comprehend the situation: 
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"My mother was old for such a thing: I'd gathered this by eavesdropping while she 
talked with her friends, in the city, and from the worried wrinkles on the foreheads of 
the friends, and from their compressed lips and tiny shakes of the head, and from their 
Oh dear tone, and from my mother saying she would just have to make the best of it. I 
gathered that something might be wrong with the baby because of my mother's age; 
but wrong how, exactly? I listened as much as I could, but I couldn't make it out" 
(Moral Disorder, "The Art of Cooking and Serving", 13; italics in original) 
Her mother's pregnancy means a new member in the family and a possibly much 
altered way of living; and it is particularly significant that, while her mother discusses such 
an important family issue with her friends, she does not seem to have discussed with her own 
daughter, overlooking that her pregnancy would bring many changes in the way of living of 
Nell and her brother, and leaving Nell to worry about her, thinking that "there was no one I 
could ask." (Moral Disorder, "The Art of Cooking and Serving", 13) Nell's father takes up 
the responsibility to communicate the issue to Nell and her brother, telling them about the 
expectant state of the mother, about their mother being in a dangerous condition until the 
little sister is born, and so they would have to share the housework between the two of them 
during this period. In neglecting Nell's right in getting involved in the matter of her 
pregnancy, Nell's mother has failed to recognise Nell and her needs as a member of the 
family. 
Nell soon finds out her mother is an unconventional mother who simply does not ~ee 
it her own responsibility to run the household. Comparing to the distant relationship between 
Mrs Risley and Elaine, that between Nell and her mother involves even fewer interactions. 
While the lack of interaction between Elaine and Mrs Risley has led to a misunderstanding of 
Elaine's victimhood, the absence of interaction between Nell and her mother eventually 
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brings about her victimhood of a kind, when her mother takes her for granted and she is 
running the household during and after her mother's pregnancy. 
It may also be important to note that at-homeness does not only depend on the 
recognition an individual receives from the mother. In this mother-child relationship, when 
mutual recognition remains an important issue in question, recognition in the mother is 
equally important for the child to feel at-home. An important part ofNell's at-homeness lies 
in her recognition of her mother as a protector of the household, who "always knew what to 
do in an emergency," who "was calm and cheerful," and who "took command." (Moral 
Disorder, "The Art of Cooking and Serving", 13) It now distresses her to discover her 
mother's vulnerability and "alarming passivity" now as a pregnant woman, that her mother 
needs her protection now instead of offering it. Although her mother does not ask for it, N ell 
thinks it is her responsibility to accompany her mother when she goes for a swim every day, 
"whether I wanted to or not: I had to prevent her from drowning" (Moral Disorder, "The Art 
of Cooking and Serving", 16) Nell finds herself turned into the protector now, and she feels 
uneasy, inadequate and anxious especially when she is forced into this position without being 
warned or prepared for it. 
Like Elaine who is left to fight her battle by herself, N ell finds herself left alone to 
confront the unpleasant changes that are taking place, and there is no one to explain her 
mother's condition to her: "I was completely alone. What would I do if the dangerous thing -
whatever it was- began to happen?" (Moral Disorder, "The Art of Cooking and Serving", 18) 
A child's psychological well-being, as Benjamin asserts, very much depends on a sense of 
security she could feel in the bond with her mother, "whether he can use the mother to refuel 
for his forays into the world, whether he can maintain a certain amount of contact while 
venturing off on his own, and whether the mother can give her infant the push from the nest 
rather than responding anxiously to his new independence." (Benjamin, 30) But Nell is now 
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a stranger in the world because she no longer has this sense of security as she finds herself 
wondering and wandering on her own to maintain the household with no contact with her 
mother and with no one to back her up. 
This misrecognition in her ability and willingness in taking up this role comes not 
only from her mother but from her father as well. When her father needs to be away for his 
work, he encourages her by saying he is sure she "would be up to it", while Nell observes that 
her father has overestimated her ability. "He always thought I knew more than I knew, and 
that I was bigger than I was, and older, and hardier. What he mistook for calmness and 
competence was actually fright: that was why I stared at him in silence, nodding my head. 
The danger that loomed was so vague, and therefore so large - how could I even prepare for 
it?" (Moral Disorder, "The Art of Cooking and Serving", 14-15) Fully aware of her 
limitations, Nell half reluctantly takes up her mother's role because of her mother's 
pregnancy, reading a cookbook and knitting a layette for her new sibling; but she soon finds 
that these are not the tasks she is taking up to replace her mother. These are the tasks which 
Nell herself considers important to the household but which her unconventional mother does 
not want to take up herself. 
Although Nell's parents do not seem to recognise her limitations, they can see her 
protective nature and know that she can be relied on to set things right. For years beyond 
Lizzie's infancy, in some ways, they have still been exploiting it. Nell tells her readers that 
"[m ]y parents persisted in their belief that I was particularly good with my sister- better than 
my brother, who did not take emotional outbursts seriously. They themselves certainly 
weren't good with her, my mother told me." (Moral Disorder, "The Headless Horseman", 47) 
This is the reason they find it natural to call Nell home to take care of the teenage Lizzie 
when they want to leave Toronto for a two weeks ' trip in Europe. It is also natural that, 
towards the last years of her mother's life, it is Nell who takes care of her aging mother in 
35 
"The Boys at the Lab". However that does not mean they always trust Nell's judgment. When 
the middle-aged Nell lives with Tig in the farm Nell and her mother are not exactly on 
speaking terms because her mother has not really accepted Nell's condition of living with a 
man who is still married to another person. This indicates another form of misrecognition of 
Nell's feelings and values when Nell herself is anxious to untangle the complicated 
relationship she is having. Because of this misrecognition they are not there to support Nell 
when N ell confronts the chaos of her middle-age life herself. 
As Benjamin says, "a mother who is too depressed by her own isolation cannot get 
excited about her child learning to walk or talk; a mother who is afraid of people cannot feel 
relaxed about her child's association with other children; a mother who stifle she own 
longings, ambitions, and frustrations cannot tune in empathically to her child's joys and 
failures. The recognition a child seeks is something the mother is able to give only by virtue 
of her independent identity." (Benjamin, 24) Nell's mother, who does not rejoice in her 
pregnancy, would not gladly realise her responsibilities. Her unconventional mother, who 
would literally run away from her maternal duties of taking care of her little daughter so she 
could have time for herself and her own thoughts, in fact recognises Nell's sense of 
responsibility as a dutiful sister and daughter which allows her to conveniently take 
advantage of Nell to act as a babysitter for her little sister. Nell does not only substitute her 
mother during the period of her pregnancy: it turns out that she has taken up her mother ' s role 
since her mother' s pregnancy - for her mother has no wish to resume her role after Lizzie is 
born- sacrificing her normal social life after school to take care of her new-born little sister, 
rocking her to sleep as if she has had her herself. N ell thus finds herself stuck in this role 
when her mother decides to leave everything to her. 
Although her parents have misrecognised her by thrusting the homemaking-duties on 
her, the young N ell understands that this is not what she wants to do. When the author of her 
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favourite cookbook declares that "One can transform an untidy, inexperienced girl into a 
well-groomed, professional servant if one is patient and kind and fair," Nell takes note of it. 
"Transform was the word I seized on. Did I want to transform, or to be transformed? Was I to 
be the kind homemaker or the formerly untidy maid? I hardly knew." (Moral Disorder, "The 
Art of Cooking and Serving", 21; italics in original) She understands this template of 
"cooking and serving" of what a girl should be in the domestic domain is the self that a 
woman is socialised into being, but this is not what she really wants. Nell identifies with 
neither the image of her mother nor the image of herself which her mother imposes on her. 
Because of her mother's misrecognition of her and her inability to supply the image of 
the kind of role model she wants, N ell turns to search for identity in Miss Bessie. N ell's 
mother misrecognises the courage Nell shows in taking up everything and misunderstands 
that what Nell really needs is guidance and protection. Miss Bessie, as Nell's English teacher, 
may not recognise her vulnerability and offer her protection, but she gives her the guidance 
she looks for in the way that she guides her students through Robert Browning's poem "My 
Last Duchess". Miss Bessie encourages her students to treat the task of learning "as a race, a 
sort of obstacle course", encouraging them to achieve top marks instead of mere passes. She 
tells her students that the exams they are sitting for are tests of character as well as 
intelligence, and encourages them to face it with courage and a steady nerve. (Moral 
Disorder, "The Last Duchess", 64, 66) Well-educated, patient and strict, Miss Bessie is closer 
to the kind of role model Nelllooks for than her own mother, and in a way she is a mother-
figure to Nell, offering her what she could not receive from her own mother. 
Since the mother is usually the first individual on whom the infant is dependent, the 
mother's recognition of the infant's subjectivity and existence is particularly important for 
her to affirm her independent identity. The absence of the Victorian heroines ' biological 
mothers, the non-recognition and misrecognition of their mother figures , establish a 
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significant distance between the mother figures and the daughters, and render it difficult for 
both Jane and Lucy to be at-home in the world. Although the late-modem heroines connect to 
their mothers in an affectionate manner, they are still misrecognised or non-recognised in a 
different way, which contributes to their lack of at-homeness as well. To be at-home in the 
world, there is a need for the individual to gain recognition first from the mother or mother-
figure, and later from those around them, most importantly, from their significant others. 
Section Two: Misrecognition o[the Significant Others 
Jane Eyre 
"And this maiden she lived with no other thought 
Than to love and be loved by me." 
-- Annabel Lee, Edgar Allan Poe (1849) 
As Benj amin keeps reminding her readers of the importance of mutual recognition, 
the first step of an individual's quest for recognition is to identify a person from whom this 
recognition would make a difference to the individual's assertion of the self. Throughout an 
individual's life there would possibly be one or more persons in particular whose recognition 
the individual is most anxious to obtain, and it is the recognition of these people that the 
sense of at-home::1ess of the individual is most dependent on. Taylor asserts that, "[ o ]n the 
intimate level, we can see how much an original identity needs and is vulnerable to the 
recognition given or withheld by significant others. It is not surprising that in the culture of 
authenticity, relationships are seen as the key loci of self-discovery and self-affirmation. Love 
relationships are not just important because of the general emphasis in modem culture on the 
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fulfilments of ordinary needs. They are also crucial because they are the crucibles of inwardly 
generated identity." (Taylor, 36) Perhaps the main reason for an individual to be particularly 
vulnerable to the presence and absence of recognition from the significant other(s) is desire-
sexual or not - that she feels toward him/her/them. This desire is an important component of 
the relationship(s) between the individual and the significant other(s), which plays a 
significant role in the construction of identity. Taylor points out that"[ w ]e define our identity 
always in dialogue with, sometimes in struggle against, the things our significant others want 
to see in us." (Taylor, 32-33) Problems arise with misrecognition of the significant others 
when there is a severe discrepancy between what the heroines' significant others want to see 
in them and what they really are. 
For the Victorian heroines, Jane Eyre ' s only significant other is Mr Rochester, and 
Lucy Snowe finds her self-esteem very much affected by recognition from Dr John and M. 
Paul. For the late Modern heroines, Cordelia is definitely an influential other in Elaine's life, 
while arguably, Elaine's first husband Jon and her second husband Ben might also be her 
significant others. Bill as Nell's high school boyfriend has not been particularly influential to 
her, but her husband Tig's misrecognition of her has greatly distressed her during her middle 
age. Misrecognition and non-recognition from their significant others are a crucial factor 
contributing to the heroines' feelings of being estranged in the particular places in their lives. 
Bereft of protective parents, the Victorian heroines Jane Eyre and Lucy Snowe are 
estranged in the world with a lack of nurturing love and are compelled to seek an alternative 
hofile in love. As critic Weisser asserts, sexual love, to a Bronte heroine, "is an assertion of 
her mastery and strength, a felt power. Yet it also contains its own contradictions: it is 
represented as an overwhelming force in its own right, one which subordinates and contracts 
female identity to the strictures of social conventions of femininity." (Weisser, 75-76) Sexual 
love and matrimony for a woman, especially in Victorian society, signify a transferral of her 
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dependence from her paternal family to the family of her significant other, and recognition 
from this significant other could indicate where she belongs. J ane Eyre once tells Mr 
Rochester, "wherever you are is my home-my only home." (Jane Eyre, Ch. XXII, 366) by 
which she does not mean Thomfield Hall as a mansion itself but a place where he resides. His 
attitude towards her determines where her true home lies in a world that is estranged to her as 
an orphan. The grand mansion of Thomfield is never truly a home to her, for Mr Rochester, 
her significant other and master of the mansion, has never fully recognised her as a whole 
being while they are still inhabitants of the place. Love and desire is a form of recognition a 
man gives a woman, and indeed Mr Rochester has honoured Jane with his love for her, but in 
a number of ways he has misrecognised her and ignored her values, especially when they 
come in conflict with his will. 
This is most significant in the part of the novel when Mr Rochester is discovered to 
have a living wife, when J ane is prepared to leave him. The conflict of their values begins 
with his proposal of marriage. Even at the time of the proposal, Mr Rochester is aware that in 
marrying Jane while Bertha Mason, his legal wife, is still alive, he is tricking Jane into a 
bigamous relationship through manipulating her ignorance of a living Mrs Rochester. He 
understands that she is a morally upright girl with a very strong determination to behave in 
the appropriate way, but in his desire to unite with her, he exploits her ignorance and forces 
her into the bigamy, which would seriously upset her sense of morality and religious values. 
Mr Rochester claims that he loves Jane with such passion that "[ e ]very atom of your flesh is 
as dear to me as my own: in pain and sickness it v~'ould still be dear" and "your grasp, even in 
fury, would have a charm for me" (Jane Eyre , Ch. XXVII, 451) but in fact, as Weisser points 
out, "Rochester is attracted, not only to Jane ' s dependence on him, but also to the 
uncorrupted integrity associated with her pre-sexual self' (Weisser, 87) which he 
misrecognises as the quality that makes Jane Eyre an exceptional person worthy of such 
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social transgression. This misrecognition, and his lack of respect for her morality, 
demonstrates non-recognition of her subjectivity and spiritual character. 
Another aspect of Mr Rochester's misrecognition of Jane comes from his desire or 
even expectation of an erotic domination over her. Harmony in the courtship between Mr 
Rochester and Jane Eyre is originally achieved through Jane's affection for him and his 
recognition of her integrity, which acknowledges her as his intellectual equal and seems to 
have placed her in a position above her ambiguous social standing (though not as Mr 
Rochester' s social equal). Yet this desire of erotic domination has upset the harmony and 
generated a sense of imagined objectification of her, which, as Benjamin aptly observes, 
"combine[ s] with maintaining absolute difference and control, that informs [his] 
transgression." (Benjamin, 77; emphasis added) When Jane ' s sense of morality and 
rationality comes in conflict with Mr Rochester' s request for her to become his mistress, their 
harmonious courtship is transformed into what Shuttleworth calls "a fierce battle for the 
preservation of autonomy" . (Shuttleworth, 27) In fact, Jane gradually finds that engaging in a 
long term romantic relationship with Mr Rochester requires her to sacrifice a certain degree 
of her selfhood, while Jane obviously values her autonomy: "I am no bird; and no net 
ensnares me; I am a free human being with an independent will" (Jane Eyre , Ch. XXIII, 378) 
Mr Rochester expects meek submission from his wife; but he misunderstands that J ane ' s love 
for him would make her the kind of wife he wants her to be. 
Jane Eyre initially finds herself at home in Thomfield because, working as a 
governess, this is a place where her autonomy and subjectivity are fully recognised: "I have 
not been trampled on. I have not been petrified. I have not been buried with inferior minds, 
and excluded from every glimpse of communion with what is bright and energetic, and high. 
I have talked, face to face, with what I reverence; with what I delight in, --with an original, a 
vigorous, an expanded mind." (Jane Eyre , Ch. XXIII, 377) She finds herself much more at 
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ease and at home at Thornfield Hall because she is recognised as a worthy governess instead 
of being misrecognised as an impoverished dependant as she has been at Gateshead. Jane 
understands that in earning her living at Thornfield she has also earned respect, independence 
and subjectivity. Although marrying Mr Rochester would represent an elevation of her social 
status, his expectation in a wife would also deprive her of her independence, for she would be 
both emotionally and financially dependent on her husband, at the same time submitting to 
his authority. 
As Heather Glen remarks, "[t]he love between Jane and Rochester is portrayed less as 
a growing concord than as a continual struggle for dominance." (Glen, 163) Since the 
beginning of the courtship Mr Rochester has placed her in a power relationship, manipulated 
her through various means: through disguising as a gypsy woman (Ch. XIX), through 
withholding himself and concealing his affections for her, and through misleading her into 
believing that he has had the intention to marry Blanche Ingram instead. His desire to 
dominate can be reflected in his preference of Jane to stay silent, which, in a way, diminishes 
her verbal power. As he explicitly tells her at the beginning of their acquaintance, "it is not 
your forte to tell of yourself, but to listen while others talk of themselves" (Jane Eyre, Ch. 
XIV, 201) Indeed, even at the moment of the proposal of marriage when he professes to Jane 
that "I love [you] as my own flesh" (Jane Eyre, Ch. XXIII, 380), his language is imperative, 
indicating his possessiveness and his desire for control: "I summon you as my wife; it is you 
only I intend to marry."; "You, Jane. I must have you for my own-entirely my own." (Jane 
Eyre, Ch. XXIII, 379, 380; emphases added) It is therefore not surprising that when he tells 
Jane to be her companion after the revelation of Bertha Mason's existence, his tone is again 
imperative: "You are to share my solitude. Do you understand?" (Jane Eyre , Ch. XXVII, 452) 
It is all very well if Jane's will coincides with his own, namely consenting to be his wife; but 
should a discrepancy occur, Mr Rochester has made it clear that he would have no hesitation 
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to force it on her, as when he demands attention from her, his discourse consists of words of 
threat: "lane! will you hear reason? [ ... ]because, if you won't, I'll try violence." (Jane Eyre, 
Ch. XXVII, 453) All of these point to Mr Rochester's non-recognition of lane's subjectivity 
and autonomy despite his declared passionate love for her. 
Mr Rochester may recognise lane's benevolent nature, but he does not approve of her 
sympathising with Bertha as a mad woman. Mourning over his own sufferings of being stuck 
with a mad wife, he cares nothing about lane's values and the dilemma she is facing due to 
the fierce battle between her love for him and her rationality. Although he assures lane that 
"[ n ]ever fear that I wish to lure you into error -- to make you my mistress" (Jane Eyre, Ch. 
XXVII, 455) this is exactly what he is asking for in his request for her to stay with him, 
despite him being legally bound to a living Mrs Rochester, for this would certainly further 
subordinate her into the position of a right-less and financially dependent mistress, seriously 
offending her sense of morality and righteousness. lane's rejection of the identity of the 
mistress is precisely the reason she flees. He does not recognise - and if he does he does not 
care - that this request is exactly the "thorn" of "Thomfield" which has stuck her most 
painfully. In exchange, what he can provide for her would only be emotional gratification of 
being loved in return, and maybe the materialistic comfort of the social class of landed gentry; 
but never a true marriage as the rightful Mrs Rochester, and a home that Jane really needs and 
desires. He misinterprets her refusal of his gestures of intimacy as a sign of a lack of her love 
for him and insults her with the assumption that she consents to his proposal of marriage 
simply because of his wealth: "you don't love me, then? It was only my station, and the rank 
of my wife, that you valued?" (Jane Eyre, Ch. XXVII, 454) Mr Rochester's words, which cut 
her deeply, further reinforce his misunderstanding of her feelings and his inability to 
comprehend and respect her insistence on her moral values. 
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Apart from this, Mr Rochester also has a tendency to impose on her his own beliefs 
and his interpretations of her responses to him. He has a fantasy of their relationship and he 
situates her in his imagination, conveniently ignoring the implications of her statements. Jane 
Eyre tells him, "I must leave Adele and Thornfield. I must part with you for my whole life: I 
must begin a new existence amongst strange faces and strange scenes" (Jane Eyre, Ch. 
XXVII, 455). She has employed neither metaphors nor hints, and the language she uses in her 
discourse is clear, concise and straight-forward which allows no room for misinterpretations; 
yet he indulges in his own imagination and interprets her message in the way he desires: 
"You mean you must become a part of me. As to the new existence, it is all right: you shall 
yet be my wife: I am not married. You shall be Mrs. Rochester-both virtually and 
nominally." (Jane Eyre, Ch. XXVII, 455) He misunderstands that she would not want to stay 
at Thornfield because of the "hideous associations and recollections" of the hall as an 
"accursed place" with Bertha's presence (Jane Eyre, Ch. XXVII, 450) and he mistakenly 
believes that with her love for him and his gestures of intimacy to her, Jane would allow 
herself to betray her own moral values and dignity to consent being his mistress: 
"Jane, do you mean to go one way in the world, and to let me go another?" 
"I do." 
"Jane" (bending towards and embracing me), "do you mean it now?" 
"I do." 
"And now?" softly kissing my forehead and cheek. 
"I do," extricating myself from restraint rapidly and completely. 
"Oh, Jane, this is bitter! This-- this is wicked. It would not be wicked to love me." 
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"It would to obey you." 
(Jane Eyre, Ch. XXVII, 473) 
This reflects his inability to comprehend and respect J ane' s sense of righteousness and 
her insistence on doing what is socially and morally proper. As Benjamin says, "[t]he 
complement to the male refusal to recognise the other is woman's own acceptance of her lack 
of subjectivity, her willingness to offer recognition without expecting it in return." (Benjamin, 
78) What Mr Rochester desires and expects from Jane is not only love but meek submission, 
yet this is exactly what Jane is unable to offer. Thus, with only Mr Rochester's love and not 
his recognition for her, Jane realises that Thomfield can scarcely be her home. Perhaps this is 
also why, when J ane looks at herself in the mirror on her wedding day, she sees herself a 
bride, the would-be mistress of Thomfield, and her vision confirms her status as a stranger 
still: "I saw a robed and veiled figure, so unlike my usual self that it seemed almost the 
image of a stranger." (Jane Eyre, Ch. XXVI, 429; emphasis added) 
Lucy Snowe 
"And I know he's a king who deserves a queen, 
But I'm not a queen, and he doesn't see me" 
--He Doesn't See Me, Jean-Jacques Goldman Romanelli 
Another of Bronte's heroines, Lucy Snowe, is in many senses a stranger. Like J ane 
Eyre, Lucy Snowe lacks the protection of a family, and had Miss Marchmont not died she 
would have continued working as her nurse-companion; so after the death of Miss 
Marchmont she is thrown into the world, solitary and without direction. When coincidences 
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take her to Madame Beck's pensionnat in Villette, the capital of Labassecour, Lucy is 
prepared to be a stranger in this French-speaking strange land where, because of her inability 
to speak the language, communication is futile. Leaving parts of the text untranslated, Bronte 
allows readers to taste the feelings of estrangement that Lucy experiences in Villette. 
Upon her arrival in the city the French language leaves her helpless and isolated if Dr 
John had not come to her rescue as yet another stranger. As Mary Jacobus says, the French 
words, being "undomesticated in the text", suggest that Lucy remains a foreigner in her own 
text. (Jacobus, 43) It is precisely Lucy's foreignness that renders it pressing for her to find an 
alternative home, which she finds, in vain, in sexual love for Dr John, who represents not 
only physical beauty but also the warmth of homeland as an Englishman and the son of her 
godmother Mrs Bretton. 
The recognition that Lucy Snowe looks for is quite different from what Jane Eyre 
needs. The recognition that J ane Eyre demands from Mr Rochester comes in the form of love 
and respect, love for her and respect for her moralities and decisions, and these are not 
options; for she leaves Thomfield when she cannot obtain the latter even when she manages 
to obtain the former. On the other hand, the recognition that Lucy Snowe has for Dr John, and 
that she seeks from him, lie in the implications of their names. 
One of the issues Bronte explores in her last novel is the discrepancy between a 
person' s outer self and inner self, or what Lucy calls the "public and private" selves. (Villette , 
Ch. XIX, 186) The name Bronte gives her protagonist, Lucy Snowe, is a combination of two 
juxtaposing elements: light and coldness; and through this juxtaposition Bronte is trying to 
remind readers that these qualities unite in her heroine. Shortly after the publication of this 
novel, Bronte wrote to her publisher discussing the name of her protagonist: 
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"I can hardly express what subtlety of thought made me decide upon giving 
her a cold name; but at first I called her "Lucy Snowe" (spelt with an "e"), which 
Snowe I afterwards changed to "Frost". Subsequently I rather regretted the change, 
and wished it "Snowe" again. [ ... ]A cold name she must have; partly, perhaps, on the 
"lucus a non lucendo" principle-partly on that of the "fitness of things," for she has 
about her an external coldness."5 (italics in original) 
Clearly, through the cold connotation of Lucy's surname, Bronte is trying to 
emphasise Lucy's "external coldness" and perhaps also the chill she feels being bereft of 
protective parents and the warmth of a home. Her first name Lucy, as Bronte described, refers 
to "lucus a non lucendo ", which can be translated as "a light from no lighting", and signifies 
"light". As critic Georgia S. Dun bar points out, this is a name connoting brilliance and is 
ironically given to the character "who shrinks most into the shade". (Dunbar, 79) What Lucy 
Snowe seeks from her significant other is precisely the recognition of her brilliance when she 
shrinks into the shade. To recognise Lucy Snowe is to recognise her as the light, as an 
enlightened intelligent Victorian woman who sees through the inner, private selves of the 
others; to understand the warmth she gives and needs, as well as the hidden soul of fire of her 
inner true self under her snowy outer self. 
Indeed, under her external coldness, she has developed "warmer feelings" (Villette, 
Ch. XXIII, 239) toward Dr John. It is the recognition from him that she needs, and the 
misrecognition from him that distresses her. Dr John, whose surname Bretton, is said to be 
"a variation of Britain", is "presented as epitomizing nearly all manly British virtues." 
(Dunbar, 79) Lucy Snowe, as an English woman staying in the foreign place of Villette, 
naturally finds these attributes particularly endearing, for Dr John is not only a good-looking, 
5 Charlotte Bronte toW. S. Williams, November 6, 1852. quoted in Dunbar, Georgia S. "Proper Names in 
Villette". Nineteenth Century Fiction. Vol. 15, No. 1 (Jun, 1960). University of California Press. Pg. 77-78. 
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kind young gentleman from her native country, but also the son of her godmother, the young 
master of Mrs Bretton' s mansion where she has spent some happy days in her girlhood. Dr 
John, as Graham Bretton, is in a sense a childhood acquaintance, if not a childhood playmate, 
ofLucy. 
Furthermore, Lucy recognises the "natural benevolence" in him. She finds herself 
being cared for like one of his patients when she is repeatedly haunted by the uncanny figure 
of the nun in her room: "Dr. Bretton failed not to tell me why he was so kind: 'To keep away 
the nun,' he said: 'he was determined to dispute with her her prey. He had taken,' he declared, 
'a thorough dislike to her, chiefly on account of that white face cloth, and those cold grey 
eyes: the moment he heard of those odious particulars,' he affirmed, 'consummate disgust had 
incited him to oppose her; he was determined to try whether he or she was the cleverest, and 
he only wished she would once more look in upon me when he was present"'. (Villette, Ch. 
XXIII, 239; italics in original) Although Dr John does not return her affection, he at least 
understands and respects her vulnerability on this issue and offers her his protection. 
As Benj amin says, "Desire in woman [ ... ] appears as envy [ ... ] that many women 
enter into love relationships with men in order to acquire vicariously something they have not 
got within themselves." (Benjamin, 89) Dr John, as Graham Bretton, belongs to the Brettons 
of the ancient town of Bretton - Bretton of Bretton - connoting a strong sense of belonging 
which is in stark contrast to the rootless existence of Lucy Snowe, who does not seem to have 
a home even when she is in her girlhood and staying in her native country. So, in addition to 
"Britain", "childhood happiness" and "protection", Dr John, to Lucy Snowe, also represents 
what she lacks and envies: physical beauty, popularity, love, and above all, home. It is thus 
natural that Dr John is a significant other whom Lucy recognises, and anxiously seeks 
recognition from. 
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Although both Mr Rochester and Dr John, as the Victorian heroines' objects of desire, 
are affectionate toward their admirers on different levels, they also misrecognise them in 
different ways. While Mr Rochester has a latent desire to control and infantilise J ane Eyre, Dr 
John's misrecognition of Lucy Snowe does not concern infantilisation, power and control; he 
simply does not see her. There is no image of Lucy Snowe which Dr John creates in his mind 
that he is trying to make her act according to; he simply misinterprets and misreads her 
qualities. As the novel explores the issue of the discrepancy between the outer and inner 
selves, Dr John could be seen as a typical holder of the worldly gaze - focusing on the 
appearances and unable to access to the truth. Dr John's inability to see through Ginevra's 
hypocritical innocence implies that he is equally unable to see through Lucy' s "external 
coldness". 
Dr John's misrecognition of Lucy Snowe may have developed from an original non-
recognition of her presence throughout the three stages of their acquaintance. There have 
been hardly any interactions between them at the first stage of their acquaintance, when the 
young Lucy Snowe visits the Brettons twice a year. When the book opens, Lucy takes up the 
role of what Jacobus terms as the "excluded spectator" (Jacobus, 52), observing the arrival of 
little Polly Home and Graham Bretton socialising with her while they hardly pay attention to 
Lucy herself. Lucy observes that little Polly is very upset to be excluded from the festivities 
of Graham's birthday, but it appears no one notices that neither is Lucy, who would be nearer 
Graham's age, included in the party. While Lucy's situation may remind readers of that of the 
other Bronte heroine, Jane Eyre notes with contempt the unfairness of being excluded ±rom 
every enjoyment of the usual festive cheer, the interchanging of presents, the dinners and 
evening parties. (Jane Eyre, Ch. IV, 36) Lucy, however, makes no comment on the exclusion, 
as it seems to everyone that it is natural and normal for her to remain always an excluded 
spectator. 
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Perhaps one instance serving as his awareness of her presence as his mother' s 
goddaughter, is when he describes little Polly Home to his mother, saying "she amuses me a 
great deal more than you or Lucy Snowe." (Villette, Ch. Ill, 24) It is disappointing to note 
that this remark shows that the young Graham Bretton sees Lucy Snowe as an uninteresting 
person which may explain why it might not have occurred to him to include her in his 
birthday party. In another instance during the party, when little Polly Home comes to look for 
Graham he says to her, "Away to mama and Mistress Snowe, and tell them to put you to 
bed." (Villette, Ch. Ill, 23) Graham speaks ofLucy as if she were a nanny or a maid, to whom 
he hardly pays attention. Other than these he seems to have seldom spoken of her, let alone to 
her. His neglect of her suggests a lack of recognition of her identity as a goddaughter and a 
guest at his place, such that it would then be natural for him to be unable to identify her when 
they reunite many years later at the port of Villette. 
Graham Bretton's non-recognition of Lucy continues through the second stage of 
their acquaintance - years later, they reunite in Villette, first at the port upon Lucy' s arrival, 
and then at Madame Beck's pensionnat, Lucy as a teacher of English and Graham as Dr John. 
While Lucy reveals that she has known all along he is her childhood acquaintance Graham 
Bretton, he is unable to identify her as his mother' s goddaughter. While Lucy, upon her 
arrival in the city, is initially drawn to him because she hears the "fatherland accents" from 
him which "rejoiced my heart" (Villette , Ch. VII, 56), it takes some time for Dr John to 
realise Lucy speaks his language. Lucy notes that "hitherto he had always taken me for a 
foreigner, addressing me 8.S 'Mademoiselle', and giving in French the requisite directions 
about the children's treatment." (Villette , Ch. XI, 96; emphasis added) Before Lucy reveals 
herself to be an English lady, Dr John is actually unable to recognise her as a kinswoman. As 
Lucy painfully remarks, he does not see her: "had I been full in his way, I believe he would 
have passed without seeing me." (Villette , Ch. XI, 95) In the scene of Lucy picking up the 
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casket, she describes Dr John as "a familiar shape, tall and grand" (Villette, Ch. XII, 1 04; 
emphasis added) when he comes forward to claim the object; but in return he is "looking at 
me as if I were indeed a dragon" as mentioned in the letter. (Villette, Ch. XII, 1 05) This 
incident illustrates that at this stage Dr John can recognise Lucy as neither a childhood 
acquaintance nor a new friend, an ally he meets at the pensionnat. 
It would be unfair to say Dr John does not respect Lucy, for when they have 
conflicting opinions concerning the personality of Ginevra Fanshawe, he comments to her, 
"If you don't respect me, I am sure it is because I am not respectable." ( Villette, Ch. XVIII, 
180) Yet it is also probably true that if Lucy has not revealed her identity to Mrs Bretton, Dr 
John would never realise she is his childhood acquaintance. Even when they have developed 
a considerably friendly relationship, he continues to misrecognise her when he imposes the 
identity of a godsister on her through asking her to act as a go-between in his courtship of 
Paulina Home. (Fletcher, 730) Lucy bitterly reflects, "With now welcome force, I realised his 
entire misapprehension of my character and nature. He wanted always to give me a role not 
mine. Nature and I opposed him. He did not at all guess what I felt: he did not read my eyes, 
or face, or gestures; though, I doubt not, all spoke." (Villette, Ch. XXVII, 298; emphasis 
added) Although at this third stage of their acquaintance he is considerably warmer toward 
her when he finally sees her as his mother's goddaughter, he continues to misrecognise her. 
Lucy needs love. In the foreign land where the French language serves as a constant 
reminder of her foreignness, she needs to find an alternative home in desire - to desire, and 
be desired in return. As Benjamin observe3, a woman's power "does not reside in her own 
passion, but in her acute desirability"; in "her capacity to evoke desire in the other, to attract". 
(Benjamin, 89) Critic Joseph Boone asserts that Lucy's "meticulous observation of [Dr 
John's] every movement", which reveals her "hidden passion" for him, "remains powerless 
as long as he does not recognize her." (Boone, 32; italics in original) But Lucy knows that, as 
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a woman of her times, she has neither beauty nor wealth to recommend her; she also 
understands Dr John's inability to recognise her wit and her inner worth under her external 
coldness. While she "remains invisible to those whom she loves," she "risks never being 
loved." (Boone, 32) Thus she has to accept his misrecognition of her, that he would never 
desire her like he desires the hypocritical beauty Ginevra or later, the gentle Polly Home, 
even though he can now see her as one of his kinswomen. 
Despite all these, Lucy still wishes her presence to be of certain importance to a 
significant other such as Dr John; but he misrecognises her as "quiet Lucy Snowe" and "a 
being inoffensive as a shadow". (Villette , Ch. XVII, 297) As critic Karen Lawrence observes, 
Lucy has an "increasing desire to signify", "to mean something to someone", (Lawrence, 448) 
especially to Dr John; yet this is exactly what he has overlooked in her, thinking she is indeed 
the non-entity, the "cypher" she pronounces herself to be. (Villette , Ch. XXX, 335) Lucy is 
constantly displaced in her narrative. Dr John' s attention is first caught by little Polly Home 
as the second guest of his home, who usurps Lucy' s place as the first guest (Lawrence, 459); 
later by Ginevra Fanshawe, and eventually, by the grown-up Paulina again. Lucy cannot 
escape from being marginalised into the shadow of the rays of their beauty, and Dr John' s 
indifference pains her. Probably it is this indifference that contributes to consolidating Lucy' s 
identity as a "cypher", both to the world and to herself. As Jacobus rightly says, "Lucy' s 
invisibility is an aspect of her oppression." (Jacobus, 45) Throughout the three stages of her 
interactions with Dr John, Lucy suffers from her social invisibility and finds herself 
constantly unrecognised and n1isrecognised by her significant other. 
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Elaine Risley 
"Even if you had remained alive, 
we would never have spoken." 
-- War Photo 2, Margaret Atwood (2007) 
During the course of her life Elaine Risley has more than one significant other: her 
childhood playmate Cordelia, who is once her tormentor and later her best friend; her first 
husband Jon and probably her second husband Ben as well. Ben is not exactly part of the 
story of Elaine's return to Toronto and her confrontation of the old ghosts; and as a man 
Elaine meets and marries in Vancouver, whether or not he gives her the recognition she needs, 
he represents to her the stability and at-homeness which she is unable to find in Toronto.6 
Toronto, the city where she settled with her family at the age of eight, represents to Elaine a 
traumatic childhood and a failed marriage, both of which are mainly caused by 
misrecognition from Cordelia and J on as her significant others. 
Cordelia' s misrecognition of Elaine lies at the heart of the novel, for it has been her 
misrecognition and Elaine's vulnerability to her misrecognition that facilitates the childhood 
trauma which is the core issue of the novel. Elaine ' s need for recognition originates from the 
unease she has settling in Toronto as an outsider and the inferiority she feels realising the 
upbringing she receives has not been the conventional, "normal", Toronto bourgeoisie 
upbringing. She once says she wants some "girl friends", "having read about them in books," 
(Cat's Eye, Ch. 5, 30) because she thinks that making girl friends like everybody else would 
make her a normal girl like everybody else. She does not realise that her desire for simple, 
supportive friendships with members of the same sex is influenced by her sense of socio-
6 In the present narrative Elaine mentions she lives a more orderly life when she is with Ben because he does; 
she calls him frequently from Toronto, and leaves him a voice message of "Love you" when she cannot reach 
him. (Cat's Eye, Ch. 33, 199) 
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cultural and economic inferiority which lead to her need of acceptance and recognition from 
her friends who come from that social class. 
Critic Chinmoy Banerjee points out that "Elaine's torment at the hands of her 
'friends' is made possible, as she recognizes, because it happens within a relationship of 
'friendship' and not within the clearer relation of enmity. But even more specifically, it is 
Cordelia alone who has the power to torture Elaine because it is Cordelia' s recognition that 
Elaine needs." (Banerjee, Chinmoy, 516) Precisely because of this, it is Cordelia's 
misrecognition that hits her. Cordelia's non-recognition of Elaine's subjectivity, 
supplemented by Elaine's recognition of her superiority, gradually develops their friendship 
into a form of master/slave domination. 
Elaine is first made vulnerable to Cordelia's attitude towards her upon their first 
acquaintance, when she is made to believe that Cordelia recognises her as a close companion: 
"her voice is confiding, as if she's talking about something intimate that only she and I know 
about and agree on. She creates a circle of two, takes me in." (Cat 's Eye, Ch. 14, 79) This is 
precisely the kind of friendship Elaine looks for and thinks she can find in Cordelia because 
of their interaction at their first meeting. But Cordelia soon takes this comradeship away. 
When the three girls use unfamiliar feminine vocabulary such as "pageboys", "hairdressers", 
"chintz" and "twin set" which function like secret passwords, (Sharpe) and pronounce them 
"in awe, as if it's the name of something sacred", (Cat 's Eye, Ch. 9, 10; 53, 54, 56) they 
assume their superiority over her and shove her away from their circle. Using these words to 
boast their sense of belonging to the city and to the Toronto bourgeoisie, Cordelia leads 
Grace and Carol to create a world which denies Elaine' s admittance and to highlight her 
displacement in the city. Elaine, desperate to gain recognition and admission into their circle, 
unconsciously permits a relationship of domination and submission between Cordelia, the 
leader of the trio, and herself. 
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As Benj amin suggests, domination and submission result from a breakdown of the 
necessary tension between self-assertion and mutual recognition that allows self and other to 
meet as sovereign equals. (Benjamin, 12) As Elaine strives to be treated as an equal, her 
negation of herself and submission to Cordelia' s will embody her ultimate recognition of 
Cordelia's power and superiority. Cordelia, Grace and Carol misrecognise Elaine as an 
outsider, whose economical and social inferiority make her inadequate to share their 
friendship; but they also see her as an easy target for childhood bullying because of her firm 
belief in their friendship and her vulnerability in her desperate need for their recognition. In 
her desire to please Cordelia, together with Carol and Grace, Elaine accepts their domination 
of her, retreating being a silent, self-effacing, submissive self, and making herself "small, 
invisible, and inoffensive" 7 and vulnerable to their "reformation" of her so that she can 
remain in their circle. 
The three girls impose their non-recognition of Elaine's value on herself through a 
series of "reformation" measures. They will not speak to her because she has said or done 
something wrong, and they encourage Elaine to think back over everything she has said and 
try to pick out the "wrong" things that she has said or done, and if she has guessed the right 
answer they will then speak to her. Because of these, Elaine ' s self-awareness is immediately 
connected to her self-denial. Critic Carol Os born observes that Elaine is " [ c ]aught between 
her own tendencies to express herself as her brother would and her society ' s expectations for 
her to be delicate, modest, and conforming", (Os born, 1 02) so she loses her identity as she 
adjusts her behaviour to conform to the expectations and demands of her friends, led by 
Cordelia, as a Toronto citizen. When her opinions conflict with Cordelia' s, she gets used to 
negating herself and staying mute - it is then she also loses her voice. 
7 Strehle, Susan. "Margaret Atwood: Cats Eye and the Subjective Author." Fiction in the Quantum Universe. 
The University ofNorth Carolina Press. U.S.A. 1992. Pg. 176. 
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When Cordelia' s manipulation of language comes not in the form of recognition or 
acceptance but as verbal abuse, silence is constructed as a virtue and Elaine' s refuge (Rogers, 
152): 
Cordelia says, "Think of ten stacks of plates. Those are your ten chances." 
Every time I do something wrong, a stack of plates comes crashing down. [ ... ] 
"Only four left," says Cordelia. "You better watch yourself. Well?" 
I say nothing. 
"Wipe that smirk off your face," says Cordelia. 
I say nothing. 
"Crash!" says Cordelia. "Only three left." 
(Cat's Eye, Ch. 32, 194) 
Elaine's silence is an act of fear, the fear of offending Cordelia and losing her 
approval of herself. Staying silent means she does not have to be responsible for her words, 
and it also means that she, in a way, consents to this crashing plate system because her 
innocent nine-year-old self is convinced that they are her friends and that they are helping her 
to improve herself. 
Apart from not talking, Elaine has also learnt to protect herself by not feeling and not 
being. (Os born, 1 04) She discovers fainting as an effective temporary sanctuary from the 
constant abuse of her three girl friends, as "a way out of places you want to leave, but can't"; 
so "I begin to spend time outside my body"; "I hold my breath and hear thee rustling noise 
and see the blackness and then I slip sideways, out of my body, and I'm somewhere else." 
(Cat's Eye, Ch. 32; 193, 195) As she practices fainting at will, Elaine demonstrates that she 
56 
cannot even feel "at home" in her own body, and she 1s perhaps trying to achieve at-
homeness in a strange place within the self. 
The girls' misrecognition of her character and worth, led by Cordelia, highlighting her 
inadequacy and exploiting Elaine' s affirmation of and reliance on their friendship, has 
gradually led to Elaine's misrecognition of herself. Because of the distorted self-image, 
Elaine, too, believes she needs to be improved and "endures her friends' [ ... ] aggressive 
attempts to indoctrinate her into conventional gender and religious practices." (Vickroy) For 
her, they represent the pathway to the acquisition of her own femininity and sexuality, and 
therefore she allows them to help her to construct her sexuality. Elaine learns about gender 
conventions only at the age of eight when she settles in Toronto, and her image of what little 
girls should be comes from magazines and books which bear no resemblance to her own 
attire of slacks and pullovers (Jones, 30). Because of the image they present to her, and 
because of the realisation that she is not really girly, and more importantly, because she 
wishes to be accepted, Elaine begins to desire femininity. "I begin to want things I've never 
wanted before: braids, a dressing-gown, a purse of my own. Something is unfolding, being 
revealed to me. I see that there's a whole world of girls and their doings that has been 
unknown to me, and that I can be part of it without making any effort at all." (Cat 's Eye, Ch. 
10, 60) The problem remains that Elaine is actually making a lot of effort to be part of the 
world of girls, and she has misrecognised herself to think that she wishes to be the 
conventional girl and the conventional woman. Because of recognising the three girls who 
misrecognise her, Elaine misrecognises herself. 
It is only long after she breaks away from the abusive relationship, when she takes the 
Life Drawing class in university, that she realises her "mistake of wearing a plaid jumper and 
a white blouse with a Peter Pan collar" (Cat 's Eye, Ch. 51 , 31 0) which might have 
contributed to making her feel that she is in a disguise. Switching back to black turtlenecks 
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and jeans, Elaine finally recognises her inner-self who actually rejects gender conventions. 
But before this realisation, especially before she manages to break away from the three girls, 
Elaine has misrecognised herself all the time, because the girls misrecognise her and act as a 
template for her to follow. Cordelia' s misrecognition of her deprecates her into nothingness, 
and it is when the grown-up Elaine looks back that she realises Cordelia's misrecognition of 
her is in a sense a threat to her existence (Vickroy): "Cordelia, I think. You made me believe 
I was nothing." (Cat's Eye, Ch. 37, 223) Cordelia may not have misrecognised Elaine as 
nothing, but it is certainly her misrecognition that propagandises Elaine to believe she is 
nothing. As Benjamin asserts, "[m ]utual recognition cannot be achieved through obedience, 
through identification with the other's power, or through repression. It requires, finally, 
contact with the other." (Benjamin, 40) The relationship of domination and submission 
which demands perfect obedience and repression of the self breaks the rule for mutual 
recognition, which is an essential factor for at-homeness. 
Elaine' s first husband J on is another person who may belong to the city where Elaine 
1s displaced and who refuses to recognise her. The main difference between Elaine's 
relationships with Cordelia and Jon as her significant others is that she is not particularly 
vulnerable to Jon's opinion of her, because their relationship, based on love and desire, does 
not connote the sense of belonging to a particular circle which Elaine needs. His 
misrecognition of her is more a result of misunderstanding than of the sense of domination 
and submission which Elaine has had with Cordelia. 
Perhaps the problem of their marriage as a result of mutual misrecognition begins 
with Elaine's misrecognition of Jon when they first commence their relationship. Jon attracts 
Elaine because he appears when Elaine is having a problematic relationship with Josef, their 
art teacher. J on is also a painter as he is Elaine' s classmate at the Life Drawing course, but 
Elaine seems to be trying to convince herself to admire him and his works because she 
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actually does not: "I feel I should admire these paintings, because I'm incapable of painting 
that way myself, and I do admire them, in monosyllables. But secretly I don't like them very 
much: I've seen things like this beside the highway, when something's been run over." (Cat's 
Eye, Ch.57, 356) It appears that their styles of painting do not agree, suggesting that their 
personalities and styles of living may also not agree. To Elaine, "[h]e offers escape, running 
away from the grownups. He offers fun, and mess. He offers mischief. (Cat's Eye, Ch.57, 355) 
but when Elaine steps into this relationship she forgets that what she really needs is not 
escape, running away from the grownups, fun and mischief. She misunderstands that she 
wants these because she is actually escaping from the lack of at-homeness she feels being a 
part of the city. Ultimately it is at-homeness that she really desires, but it is also what Jon is 
unable to give her. 
J on does not understand Elaine. When Elaine is having a relationship with both him 
and J osef she wants to tell J on about it, but she decides not to because she knows J on would 
mock her for sleeping with Josef and would think less of her. Jon sees Elaine as an intelligent 
woman, but he cannot see that she is vulnerable and needs to be taken care of. (Cat 's Eye, Ch. 
57, 355, 357) He thinks Elaine is the type of girl who should get married just because she 
does his laundry and appears with folded shirts and jeans; and he does not seem to recognise 
Elaine' s talent in painting. In fact after Elaine has given birth to Sarah he does not want her to 
paint at all because he is oblivious, or perhaps even nonchalant, of what the activity means to 
her. (This will be further discussed in the next chapter) As Potvin comments, in Elaine ' s 
relationship with Jon, she discovers that she is "giving up her power, this time as an artist 
trapped in domesticity. (Potvin) He seems to imagine Elaine as the conventional housewife 
he wants her to be; but this is exactly what Elaine is not. 
Neither Jon nor Elaine's other lover Josef could see Elaine as who she is, and instead 
they both "project onto her the image of their need", which pushes Elaine to negate herself in 
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fitting into the roles defined by them just as she has once negated herself to fit into the image 
of her constructed by Cordelia, Carol and Grace. (Os born, 1 06) In the same way that the 
young Elaine allows herself to be constructed by the three girls, she also permits Josef and 
Jon's judgements to mold her own sexuality (Clark) and to rearrange her, which, in a sense, 
encourages Jon and Josefs non-recognition of her own will. This negation of herself as a 
result of misrecognition in romantic relationships further marginalises her as a stranger even 
in her own marriage. 
When her marriage with Jon disintegrates, Elaine realises that her psychic 
displacement has led to physical displacement in the city, as she explicitly says both to 
herself and to her readers, ''Home, I think. But it's nowhere I can go back to." Cat 's Eye, Ch. 
66, 425; italics in original) Elaine's accumulated discontent has reached a point for her to find 
out that she needs to leave Toronto in order to find a place she can really belong to: "It's the 
city I need to leave as much as Jon, I think. It's the city that's killing me." (Cat 's Eye, Ch. 66, 
423) For her, the city of Toronto is a site of misrecognition, representing a traumatic 
childhood, problematic relationships with her peers, and a failed marriage. She picks 
Vancouver to settle in because she thinks it is "as far away from Toronto as I could get 
without drowning." (Cat 's Eye, Ch. 3, 15) Her determination to remove herself from this city 
and to get as far away as possible suggests the effect of the harm such misrecognition inflicts 
on her. 
Returning to Toronto years later, she immediately senses the discord between herself 
and the other residents of the city, "everyone else my age is an adult, whereas I am merely in 
disguise." (Cat 's Eye, Ch. 50, 315) echoing her earlier comment of herself being "under false 
pretenses" when she is with her peers (Cat 's Eye, Ch. 49, 309), as if even she herself finds 
herself to be a displaced individual lost in the city because she is haunted by the old ghosts of 
the unhappy memories with Jon, and more importantly, with Cordelia. She finally 
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understands that she has locked up her nine-year-old self in this city which sees her as a 
"displaced person" who never manages to adapt to its way of life; and she will remain an 
exotic and a stranger unless her adult self makes peace with her past. 
Nell 
"dance of words slipped between us like fish" 
--At The Edge, Elaine F einstein 
The other late Modem heroine, Nell in Moral Disorder, like Elaine Risley, is 
displaced in this "strange place" where she is making a home because of misrecognition from 
her significant other, Tig. But while Cordelia and Jon transform Elaine's home city Toronto 
into a strange place, N ell is initially drawn to this farm - before knowing it is a place of 
displacement for her - because of Tig and because this is where Tig has chosen to run away 
to. Unlike Elaine whose refusal of her displacement has led to her eventual flight from the 
city, Nell is in a sense "trapped" in the farm with no "home" to return to, because her parents 
are still unable to accept that she is living with a man who is still married to someone else. 
Nell is particularly vulnerable to Tig's recognition of her, not because of anything in 
particular that he offers or represents to her, but simply because of her love and desire for him; 
for their relationship is virtually the only thing she can cling to, the only thing that can 
provide her with the homey feeling in this "strange place". 
Atwood' s heroines are not dependent women. They do not define their own sense of 
being or their status in society in terms of their relationships with men. Elaine Risley does not 
hesitate to break up with Jon when their marriage disintegrates. When she decides to settle 
down in Vancouver, the thought of the hardship of being a single mother scarcely occurs to 
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her- and even if it does it scarcely preoccupies her. Nell is no exception. As early as her 
relationship with Bill in "My Last Duchess", she demonstrates to readers that she is a young 
girl with brains and a will of her own. With or without a relationship, she can still manage her 
life very well. Thus it is not because of N ell's dependence on Tig that makes her vulnerable 
to his recognition. Rather, because her complicated relationships with Tig and Oona have 
added a complicated layer to her rootless "transient existence" (Moral Disorder, "The Other 
Place", 90) and contributed to her present identity crisis, Tig's recognition of her would be a 
key to free her from her chaotic life in her middle age. 
Settling at the farm with Tig, there are two forms of recognition that Nell needs and 
desires, one in the legitimisation of her status, the other in the love and care from Tig. N ell's 
lack of the sense of security comes from her entrapment in the complicated relationship status 
between herself, Tig and Oona, and from the realisation that she is not fully recognised in her 
relationship with Tig. Tig, like Mr Rochester, honours her with his love and desire, but he 
also infantalises and misrecognises her. Unlike Mr Rochester, Tig does not deliberately 
neglect Nell's will, he is simply too familiar with Nell's habitual self-effacement to notice her 
need for recognition. Unfortunately, though in a less disastrous manner, this misrecognition 
has also led to Nell's misrecognition of herself. 
When Lucy Snowe first arrives at Madame Beck's pensionnat, she finds her place a 
very ambiguous one as "a hybrid between gouvernante and lady's-maid" (Villette, Ch. VIII, 
65) but she is soon promoted to be a proper English teacher. Nell, however, finds herself in 
an ever: more ambiguous position upon her arrival at the farm, which has scarcely improved 
for a long period of time, largely due to Tig' s neglect of her feelings. Both Taylor and 
Benjamin note how recognition from others help construct an individual ' s identity, which 
helps explaining that Nell needs a properly recognised identity and a recognised relationship 
with Tig, not because of her possessiveness to bear the title of Tig's wife and the mistress of 
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the farm, but because she needs an identity as a direction to justify what she should and could 
do. 
Nell's loss of identity is a result of her multiple identities which are actually neither 
recognised nor legitimised: she is Tig's "girlfriend" who does not feel secure in the 
relationship; she is the "mistress" of the farm who is forced to flee the house during 
weekends; she is a "would-be stepmother" who is not allowed to cultivate her relationship 
with the "would-be stepsons"; but she is also the "governess", as in the Victorian period, who 
is expected to take care of the boys' homework. When Jane Eyre arrives at Thornfield Hall as 
a governess for Adele, she becomes beloved by all inhabitants, and her status is slowly 
elevated to that of a mistress. N ell's situation is the reverse: she arrives at the farm as a 
mistress, is forced to be a fugitive, then she slowly works out that she has been "degraded" 
into a "governess", receiving orders from the "real mistress" Oona. All of these contribute to 
Nell's anxiety and her need of being recognised in the multiple roles she is playing. 
Taylor mentions that "the development of an ideal of inwardly generated identity 
gives a new importance to recognition. My own identity crucially depends on my dialogical 
relations with others." (Taylor, 34) It is the relations with others that determine Nell's 
floating identities, and it is the recognition of these identities that she needs; but it also 
happens that all of these relations are generated from her relationship with Tig. Because of 
her commitment to the relationship she is obliged or even willing to bear the responsibilities 
of the "mistress of the farm", the "would-be stepmother" and the "governess" as well; but for 
these she needs love from Tig. She needs him to recognise her efforts and hardship as an 
ambiguous individual at the farm. Hence it is also his non-recognition of these that robs 
meaning from Nell's multiple identities and makes her a stranger. 
The ambiguity of Nell's status as an unrecognised woman of Tig's life has led to an 
equally ambiguous position at the farm. The leisurely pace Tig takes in the process of his 
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divorce suggests that he is oblivious to Nell's struggle as an ambiguous individual. Deep in 
his heart, Tig probably considers Nell to be his wife, and that Oona is "not really" (though 
legally) still his wife. It is Nell who complains that "[y ]ou shouldn't have said I'm your wife, 
[ ... ] [a]t the lawyers." But when Tig asks her what she would like to call herself, Nell is 
dumb. "She had no other word to suggest- no word for herself that would be both truthful 
and acceptable." (Moral Disorder, "Moral Disorder", 135) This shows that Nell cannot find 
her place in the household which is supposed to be hers, and her loss of identity marks her as 
a stranger in this "strange place"; but it is precisely this anxiety that Tig is unable to 
recognise in her. He cannot see that what Nell really needs is his consideration of her, and he 
does not understand that, under the chaotic circumstances, his affection alone is not enough to 
console N ell - let alone that N ell has not really found refuge in his affection. 
Clearly Nell does not always feel loved and valued in this relationship. This 1s 
obvious in the remarks exchanged between Tig and Nell concerning the affectionate lamb: 
"He thinks it's a contest," said Nell. 
"He's in love with you," said Tig. 
"I'm glad somebody is," said Nell. 
(Moral Disorder, "Moral Disorder", 155) 
Nell may not really mean that she thinks Tig does not love her, but her Freudian slip 
occurs at the moment when the subconscious self gains an upper hand, speaking what the 
conscious self does not intend to and suggesting N ell ' s subconscious suspicion of Tig having 
fallen out of love with her. Although he tries assuring her that "It's all right. I love you. It'll 
be fine." (Moral Disorder, "Moral Disorder", 160) this loving statement simply underlines 
that he does not know that the lack of the assurance of his love is not the only issue that 
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distresses Nell, and that his love for her is not enough to provide for her the sense of security 
she needs. Tig' s love for her alone, or at least the way he shows it, is not enough to make her 
feel perfectly comfortable and safe in the relationship because it does not come with the 
recognition she seeks from him. 
Perhaps because of her youth, part ofTig' s misrecognition ofNell comes in the form 
of infantilisation. N ell is already aware of this infantilisation during her early acquaintance 
with the couple of Tig and Oona when she feels "charmed, and welcomed, and accepted, and 
somehow protected, with Tig and Oona beaming down at her and the boys like the kindly 
fairy godparents in some tale of rescued orphans" (Moral Disorder, "Monopoly", 122) But 
N ell has not or perhaps could not reject this infantilisation, allowing the couple to further 
exploit their misrecognition of her to make her decisions for her as if they were really her 
"parents" or at least some authoritative figures. Tig is unable to protect Nell from the 
trespasses in her life because he agrees with Oona that their arrangements are appropriate for 
N ell. Hence, N ell finds herself even lonelier when Tig "stands by" Oona to impose their 
decisions on her. 
As a result of N ell being infantalised, she is also desexualised. Benj amin states that 
"desexualisation is part of [a woman's] more general lack of subjectivity in society as a 
whole. Just as the mother's power is not her own, but is intended to serve her child, so, in a 
larger sense, woman does not have the freedom to do as she wills; she is not the subject of her 
own desire. Her power may include control over others, but not over her own destiny." 
(Benjamin, 88; emphases added) So, because Nell is net recognised to be the free subject of 
her desire, Tig feels he is justified to make decisions for her which does not only threaten 
Nell's subjectivity, but also indicates non-recognition of her ability to make the right 
decisions for herself. 
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It is not Tig's intention to take advantage of Nell's easy-going personality; he just 
does not know that he is actually, in a way, exploiting her. Tig is like a loving parent who 
does not understand his child. In misrecognising Nell as a child, he forgets that she is an 
individual with her own will - however weak; and he forgets that he could not make a 
decision for her as if she were one of his boys, conveniently ignoring the fact that she is 
already thirty-four years old. But as Benjamin asserts, "Woman's sexual agency is often 
inhibited and her desire is often expressed by choosing subordination." (Benjamin, 90) 
Perhaps this explains why, although N ell realises that decisions about her are made for her 
without having her own opinions consulted, despite that these unjust decisions neglect her 
will and casts her a fugitive from her own home at the farm, she relents to all of them, 
including whether or not she is allowed to be at the farm during the boys' visits, (Moral 
Disorder, "Monopoly", 124-125). Nell's obedience has, unfortunately, indulged Tig in his 
non-recognition of her subjectivity. 
One reason for this complication is that there is an obvious lack of understanding 
between Nell and Tig and of Tig' s misunderstanding of Nell ' s submissive nature. He does 
not seem to understand that Nell's upbringing and personality combine with her love for him 
to accustom herself to stay mute about her worries and negative emotions. Tig is unable to 
see through Nell's anxiety. He cannot see that their complicated relationship with Oona 
disturbs her almost like a polygamous marriage, that when he tells her he would like to share 
his life with her, his statement actually prompts another question in her head- "did the life he 
said he wanted to share include- for instance - Oona?" (Moral Disorder, "Monopoly", 124) 
Tig does not realise that it is not N ell ' s nature to convey her doubts to him, which allows him 
to imagine her content with their life together. 
Tig cannot recognise Nell's frustrations at her chaotic life, as she wonders to herself, 
"I'm almost thirty-four, [ ... ] When will things be untangled? But Tig is in no hurry" (Moral 
66 
Disorder, "Moral Disorder", 149)- and he doesn't know Nell is, partly because, it appears, 
Nell seldom communica~es her thoughts to him; partly because he may not even realise things 
need to be untangled at all. He continues to misrecognise her feelings even when she tells 
him explicitly she is worried that "You don't want me to have any babies." (Moral Disorder, 
"Moral Disorder", 160). Whatever response Tig gives her could not have been reassuring to 
her, for when Nell eventually gets pregnant (Moral Disorder, "White Horse"), she still does 
not dare to let him know, fearing he would not like it. Tig already has two boys, and Nell 
fears that at their ages it could be difficult for him to raise another child; or he might not want 
another at all. Nell's failure to convey to Tig her anxieties and his inability to understand her, 
then, form the base ofTig's misrecognition of her. 
Because of the infantilisation and misrecognition, Nell feels that "the farm wasn't her 
home turf. She didn't have a home turf, she wasn't settled." (Moral Disorder, "Monopoly", 
125) Nell's life is simply full of changes which she feels she is not ready for. Instead of 
having the farm as her "home turf', she actually has a "home turf' forced on her. The irony is 
that, when she is young, circumstances push her to make a home which is a task too heavy for 
her shoulders; but when she becomes a middle-aged woman ready and willing to make a 
home for herself and the man she loves, circumstances deprive her of this right because Tig 
already has a home. Nell is just a new piece fitting into the puzzle- and trying hard to. Nell 
would not be able to fit into the puzzle of Tig' s household and make the farm her home until 
Tig, as her significant other, recognises her subjectivity and will. 
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Section Three: Misrecognition o[Other Important Individuals 
Jane Eyre- Courtship turned Domination 
"Leave English scenes and English skies, 
Unbind, dissever English ties; 
Bear me to climes remote and strange, 
Where altered life, fast-following change, 
Hot action, never-ceasing toil, 
Shall stir, turn, dig, the spirit's soil." 
"Ich, ich, ich, ich, 
I could hardly speak." 
--The Missionary, Currer Bell (1846) 
--Daddy, Sylvia Plath (1965) 
Recognition from parental figures and significant others is not the solution to all 
problems in an individual's quest for recognition, and misrecognition or non-recognition 
from certain personalities would also seriously affect the individual's feelings of at-homeness. 
Lucy Snowe's life at Villette is centred mostly on her work life as an English language 
instructor at Madame Beck's pensionnat, which makes the headmistress an influential figure 
to her feeling of at-homeness. Elaine's Risley's estrangedness from and hatred for the city of 
Toronto is a result of misrecognition from a number of people; while for Nell, misrecognition 
from others has led to her misrecognition of herself. For Jane Eyre, however, one such 
influential person is her cousin and suitor, Mr St John Rivers. 
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Mr St John's name easily urges readers to connect him with several Christianity icons: 
Jesus' cousin St John the Baptist, St John the Evangelist and St John the Divine of the 
Revelation. (Thormahlen, 126) Like his namesake, St John Rivers is a very religious person, 
and he appears in Jane's life like a saviour. He takes her in when she arrives at his doorstep as 
a stranger isolated from every connection in the world; he offers her a job when she needs to 
sustain herself; and he offers to her a different kind of affection from what Mr Rochester has 
given her and a new start in life when she runs away from her past. Beside having saved her 
life and proposed to her, the main reason that his recognition to her is important is that he 
provides her with the affectionate blood relatives she has always longed for. (Thormahlen, 
124) 
Perhaps the main conflict between them lies in St John Rivers' insistence to fit Jane 
into a model he has made for her. J ane has been respecting him as a brother even before he is 
revealed to be her cousin; and after the revelation she feels that "It seemed I had found a 
brother: one I could be proud of, -- one I could love". (Jane Eyre, Ch. XXXIII, 578) Her 
affection for him probably develops through her growing intimacy with his sisters Mary and 
Diana Rivers, who have inspired her "with genuine affection and admiration" even when they 
know each other as mere strangers. (Jane Eyre , Ch. XXXIII, 578) But she also notes that he 
has always been "incommunicative", not completely because of his frequent absence from 
Moor House, but more because of his personality as being "hard and cold", that "the intimacy 
which had arisen so naturally and rapidly between me and his sisters, did not extend to him." 
(Jane Eyre, Ch. XXX, XXXIV; 526, 527, 590) 
Even after they are revealed to be related, J ane is disappointed to note his frigidity 
toward her: "He had not kept his promise of treating me like his sisters; he continually made 
little chilling differences between us, which did not at all tend to the development of 
cordiality: in short, now that I was acknowledged his kinswoman, and lived under the same 
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roof with him, I felt the distance between us to be far greater than when he had known me 
only as the village schoolmistress." (Jane Eyre, Ch. XXXIV; 595) St John Rivers is always 
seen reading his book and he seldom speaks unless he is communicating a message. Indeed, 
from the beginning, St John has kept from her a certain distance which has adversely affected 
his recognition of her as a person. 
As St John says when he agrees to help Jane find a vocation, "I promise to aid you, in 
my own time and way." (Jane Eyre, Ch. XXIX, 523; emphasis added) St John Rivers is used 
to having things done in his way and it is not his interest to find out how well his decisions 
would suit the others. He does not realise - or if he does he does not care - that with his 
commands to Jane he is taking away her at-homeness through transforming their relationship 
of sibling affection into a relationship of another kind of domination. Jane tells her readers 
that: 
I found him a very patient, very forbearing, and yet an exacting master: he expected 
me to do a great deal; and when I fulfilled his expectations, he, in his own way, fully 
testified his approbation. By degrees, he acquired a certain influence over me that 
took away my liberty of mind: his praise and notice were more restraining than his 
indifference. I could no longer talk or laugh freely when he was by, because a 
tiresomely importunate instinct reminded me that vivacity (at least in me) was 
distasteful to him. I was so fully aware that only serious moods and occupations were 
acceptable, that in his presence every effort to sustain or follow any other became 
vain: I fell under a freezing spell. When he said "go," I went; "come," I came; "do 
this," I did it. But I did not love my servitude: I wished, many a time, he had continued 
to neglect me. 
(Jane Eyre, Ch. XXXIV, 598-599; emphases added) 
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Jane feels her freedom threatened by his presence. It is strange that she, the strong-
willed, spirited heroine who would submit to no one, would refer to St John as a "master", an 
address she has given exclusively to Mr Rochester and which she has refused to give her 
other cousin John Reed, especially when she sees herself no more a servant to St John than 
she has been to John Reed. In fact, cousin St John Rivers could have been a milder version of 
cousin John Reed. While the young John Reed's oppression comes in the physical form, St 
John River's comes in a different form: his insistence of her to give up German and study 
Hindostanee, for example, is a form of suppression (Freeman, 692) which is also non-
recognition of Jane's free will. What she has felt in her interactions with St John is certainly 
"servitude", which she rejects. Yet, however reluctantly, she consents some of his requests, 
such as his insistence that she should learn Hindostanee (Jane Eyre, Ch. XXXIV, 597) which 
would prepare her for a later vocation he has designed for her. 
Unlike Elaine's relationship of domination with Cordelia, Jane's submission to St 
John Rivers is not "motivated by a fear of separation and abandonment" (Benjamin, 79); but 
partly by a "habitual obedience" which the young Jane Eyre has given her cousin John Reed, 
and mainly by a desire to please him as a friend, a benefactor, a saviour, and above all, a 
newly found cousin. Unfortunately, the more she submits to his will the less she is at home 
with herself: "I daily wished more to please him; but to do so, I felt daily more and more that 
I must disown half my nature, stifle half my facultie s, wrest my tastes from their original bent, 
force myself to the adoption of pursuits for which I had no natural vocation." (Jane Eyre, Ch. 
XXXIV, 599; emphasis added) In other words, Jane finds herself adjusting herself with 
difficulty in order to fit into St John' s misrecognised image and expectation of her; and she 
does not seem to be aware that the harmonious relationship between cousins which she 
desires has gradually transformed into a kind of master-slave domination. 
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Because of his complete misrecognition and misunderstanding of her, St John assigns 
her the position of a missionary's wife and forces on her a dilemma between pleasing him 
and being true to herself. His proposal of marriage to her is in fact a command: "A 
missionary's wife you must -- shall be. You shall be mine: I claim you -- not for my pleasure, 
but for my Sovereign's service." (Jane Eyre, Ch. XXXIV, 605) In this proposal St John 
Rivers is asking Jane to surrender her person and accept her objective status (Benjamin, 58)-
not to him, but to God, as he does himself. He also announces that he expects his marriage to 
be a service for God, and that he insists J ane to be a part of this service by becoming his wife 
because he is convinced that it is appropriate for her to serve God as he does: "God and 
nature intended you for a missionary's wife. It is not personal, but mental endowments they 
have given you." (Jane Eyre, Ch. XXXIV, 605) In his persuasion he seems to be masking his 
own will with God's will that she should go to India with him as his wife and fellow 
missionary, expecting J ane to consent. His invitation of being his "fellow" missionary is in 
fact an invitation to subordination, and he seems to believe J ane would follow his lead when 
he pronounces his instructions to her in the name of God. 
It appears that St John Rivers continues with his role of lane's saviour by insisting her 
to go to India with him. In his misrecognition of her, St John truly believes that he is saved 
and she is damned unless she accompanies him; and thus he threatens her with damnation in 
order to force his will on her, thinking it is to her best interest. (Beaty, 146) Jane, however, 
evaluates her relationship with St John and concludes that he would not care about her 
leading a loveless, cheerless life in India as his fellow missionary: "I feel mine is not the 
existence to be long protracted under an Indian sun. What then? He does not care for that"; 
and she envisages that, if she joins St John, 
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I abandon half myself: if I go to India, I go to premature death. And how will the 
interval between leaving England for India, and India for the grave, be filled? [ ... ] By 
straining to satisfy St. John till my sinews ache, I shall satisfy him -- to the finest 
central point and farthest outward circle of his expectations. If I do go with him -- if I 
do make the sacrifice he urges, I will make it absolutely: I will throw all on the altar --
heart, vitals, the entire victim. He will never love me; but he shall approve me. 
(Jane Eyre, Ch. XXXIV, 608; italics in original) 
All she could see would be herself being miserable halfway to her grave through 
striving to fulfil his expectations of her, and St John would not appreciate her for what she 
does because he thinks it is her duty to do so. She can also see that it would not be a dignified 
relationship she anticipates in a marriage for she would not find love and independence which 
she desires. She understands that St John's desire to dominate would not allow him to tolerate 
a marriage of equality and freedom of will. 
Jane's rejection of St John Rivers' proposal is not mainly because of her dislike for 
India, but of their disastrously diverse attitudes toward matrimony. He is very much mistaken 
to think that "you are formed for labour, not for love" (Jane Eyre, Ch. XXXIV, 605) for it has 
always been love, not duty, that has been the motivation behind her every action since she 
was a young girl; as she tells Helen Bums: "if others don't love me I would rather die than 
live-- I cannot bear to be solitary and hated". (Jane Eyre, Ch. VIII, 99) Unlike Mr Rochester 
\vho, as Jane Eyre's suitor, also misrecognises her, St John does not recognise Jane with 
romantic love and desire since he admits that he is wildly in love Rosamond Oliver (Jane 
Eyre, Ch. XXXII, 560) As Jane ponders to herself, "Can I receive from him the bridal ring, 
endure all the forms of love (which I doubt not he would scrupulously observe) and know 
that the spirit was quite absent? Can I bear the consciousness that every endearment he 
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bestows is a sacrifice made on principle? No: such a martyrdom would be monstrous. I will 
never undergo it." (Jane Eyre, Ch. XXXIV, 609) St John Rivers' pragmatic proposal of a 
marital union is based not on love, but on a common religious purpose and mission which 
seriously offends lane's idea of a proper, "true" marriage. Much as he recognises Jane to be a 
person who could excel in being a missionary, he mistakenly believes Jane would accept a 
marriage without love and a romantic relationship of domination and subordination. 
St John never fully recognises Jane and he does not open his heart to her. Even though 
he can see that she is not a "weakling" (Jane Eyre, Ch. XXXIV, 597) he insists interpreting 
her in his own way. His "command" of marriage and a life of missionary duties in India 
indicate that he does not respect lane's need to keep her freedom of spirit in their marital 
union. If she consents to his offer she would remain both physically and mentally in a strange 
place because she can only find a real home in love. Thus, when Jane says "[m]y home, 
then,--when I at last find a home" (Jane Eyre, Ch. XXXI, 538) even if it is a temporary home 
for her, she does not find it in St John's companionship because of his misrecognition of her. 
Lucy Snowe and Elaine Risley - Surveillance of the Self 
"There's someone else in this room. 
You, Monsieur Voyeur." 
-- Manet 's Olympia, Margaret Atwood (1995) 
Surveillance of the self as a form of domination is visited upon both Lucy Snowe in 
Villette and Elaine Risley in Cat 's Eye in particular periods of their lives as a result of the 
non-recognition and misrecognition they suffer from. Because of Madame Beck' s non-
recognition of Lucy's subjectivity, their employer-employee relationship has been a kind of 
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guard-inmate relationship from the very beginning of the employment. Likewise, as 
discussed above, mainly because of Cordelia's non-recognition of Elaine's subjectivity, their 
friendship has become a form of master/slave domination. In fact there is a strong sense of 
domination in both of these imbalanced relationships, and one of the tools both Madame 
Beck and Cordelia have used is surveillance. This leads to Lucy and Elaine' s surveillance of 
themselves, which, contributing to their discomfort as a stranger in a strange place, can be 
explained with Foucault's model of the Panopticon. 
In his Surveiller et Punir (1975)8, French philosopher Michel Foucault introduces the 
model of the "Panopticon" which corresponds to the idea of an individual watching himself 
or herself. The Panopticon is an all-seeing structure which monitors prison inmates through 
instruments of architectural control. 9 It is a form of control and discipline based on 
transparency and vision which changes punishment into surveillance. The major effect is "to 
induce in the inmate a state of conscious and permanent visibility that assures the automatic 
functioning of power." 10 In other words, because of the structure of the Panopticon, the 
inmate is under surveillance of another person at any given time of the day; and hence the 
inmate would watch his/her own behaviour at all times of the day. Such self-awareness, then, 
is induced by the acceptance of another individual ' s power and domination over oneself. 
As soon as Lucy Snowe settles in Madame Beck' s Pensionnat de Demoiselles she 
understands she is under constant surveillance, and her acceptance of this surveillance 
signifies her recognition of Madame Beck' s power and an approval of her ruling the institute 
through the intrusion of the inhabitants' privacy. Such is the recognition Lucy gives Madame 
Beck, but she cannot receive the same kind of recognition or respect in return. Indeed, as 
critic Emily Heady remarks, "whatever pleasant thoughts Mme. Beck has about Lucy [ ... ] are 
8 Foucault, Michel. Surveiller et punir. (1975) France: Gallimard. 4 May, 1993. 
9 Beer, Dan. Michel Foucault: Form and Power. Legenda. European Humanities Research Centre. University of 
Oxford. England. 2002. Pg. 118. 
10 Bill Not Bored. Foucault and Debord. <http://www.notbored.org/foucault-and-debord.html> Dare accessed: 2 
September, 2009. 
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tied to the fact that Lucy is a good employee from whom she stands to profit, not to Lucy as a 
person." (Heady, 345) This is to say that Madame Beck does not recognise Lucy's 
subjectivity as an individual, but she sees her as merely an employee whom her institute 
would profit from. 
The first night she arrives at the pensionnat Lucy finds Madame creeping into her 
room after she has slept, scrutinising her belongings, not because she does not have 
confidence in Lucy yet as a new employee, but she considers it the proper and effective way 
to handle her institution. Lucy's elevation of status from a gouvernante and a lady's maid to 
an English instructor would not exempt her from Madame Beck's surveillance, and as Lucy 
describes, Madame Beck "haunted the house in her wrapping-gown, shawl, and soundless 
slippers", "she would move away on her souliers de silence, and glide ghostlike through the 
house, watching and spying everywhere, peering through every keyhole, listening behind 
every door." (Villette, Ch. VIII, 65, 67; italics in original) Lucy does not mind Madame 
Beck's scrutiny when she first arrives at the pensionnat, partly because her character is good 
and she has nothing to hide, partly because she regards Madame Beck's behaviour as 
"inspection duty": "I liked Madame for her capital sense, whatever I might think of her 
principles: as to her system, it did me no harm" (Villette, Ch. XIII, Ch. XXIX; 110, 323) By 
out-spying Madame Beck through feigning sleep, she actually seems to be amused that 
Madame Beck could find nothing significant from her because she has no secrets to keep and 
no personal life to be intruded: "she might work me with it to her heart's content: nothing 
would come of the operation. Loveless and inexpectant of love, I was as safe from spies in 
my heart-poverty, as the beggar from thieves in his destitution of purse." (Villette , Ch. XIII, 
11 0) Yet this also suggests that, at this point of her life, she is oblivious of Madame Beck' s 
non-recognition of her subjectivity. 
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But Lucy eventually feels the harm such non-recognition brings. When she starts 
having personal matters such as Dr John's letters for her which she does not wish to share 
with Madame Beck, she feels disturbed by the surveillance; but she is unable to prevent it, for, 
in this "strange house", it is impossible to find a corner of security or secresy" and she has 
had to literally place her letters in a jar and bury it. (Villette, Ch. XXVI, 276, 278) The burial 
of the jar as a result of Madame Beck's spying habit thus illustrates Lucy's involuntary 
acceptance of Madame Beck's power and domination over her personal life. 
The dilemma is that Lucy actually regards Madame Beck as a capable business 
woman and thus as a sort of role model. Madame Beck's success in her career is what she 
desires, so she simply accepts Madame Beck's spying habits as a means of supervising the 
pensionnat, and even when it has come to disturb her, her silence actually encourages it. The 
irony remains that Lucy's recognition of Madame Beck's success is answered by Madame's 
non-recognition of her subjectivity; and as a result of that, the unity of Lucy's selves is 
disturbed under the constant surveillance. She is split into two selves which are in a 
relationship of an inmate and a guard. She has had to watch her own behaviour, to repress her 
inner self as well as her affection for Dr John and put an outer self on display. Lucy tries in 
vain to suppress her fear toward the occasional apparition of the figure of the "nun". When 
she sees the old phantom of the "nun" stretched on her bed, her instinctive reaction is to cry 
out in fear, but her other self pulls her back: "A cry at this moment might have ruined me. Be 
the spectacle what it might, I could afford neither consternation, scream, nor swoon." (Villette , 
Ch. XXXIX, 440) As a result of Lucy suppressing her cry, the cathartic effect of her genuine 
reaction is terminated, and her free self is suppressed. Indeed, when this ghostly figure of the 
nun is eventually revealed to be M. le Comte de Ramal, Lucy also realises that in being 
haunted she is also constantly watched, not by a phantom but a real person, so Madame 
Beck's spying eyes are not the only pair that functions like the model of the panopticon. In 
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effect, when Madame Beck consolidates her power by making her an invisible and almost 
omniscient authoritative figure in her pensionnat (Boone, 23), she also enforces an 
antagonistic relationship between Lucy's split selves and further estranges her in the institute. 
Under such a climate, Lucy' s observing self is not always innocent and she possesses 
another set of spying eyes. She observes not only herself but the other inhabitants of the 
institute as well. She does not intrude upon someone else's privacy, but she tries to avoid the 
fate of spectacle by becoming the spectator instead (Lawrence, 452), which in turn allows her 
to experience the power of possessing an invisible observing gaze. (Shaw, 818) Waiting for 
recognition is to be passive, and Lucy decides to take the active role - to observe and to 
recognise the others. When Lucy reveals that she has known all along the identity ofDr John, 
she explains why she has kept the knowledge from not only the people around her but also 
readers, assigning the blame to her character: 
"To say anything on the subject, to hint at my discovery, had not suited my habits of 
thought, or assimilated with my system of feeling. On the contrary, I had preferred to 
keep the matter to myself. I liked entering his presence covered with a cloud he had 
not seen through, while he stood before me under a ray of special illumination, which 
shone all partial over his head, trembled about his feet, and cast light no farther." 
(Villette, Ch. XVI, 164; italics in original) 
Although Lucy is disappointed her childhood companion Graham Bretton, now being 
Dr John in the pensionnat, is unable to identify her as his mother's goddaughter when he 
meets her again many years later, by keeping her identity secret from him, her other self also 
enjoys the same satisfaction that Madame Beck enjoys, of secret observation over another 
individual who is ignorant of her knowing gaze. Lucy' s retreat to the shadow is an attempt to 
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reject interpretation and to avoid the risk of misinterpretation for she understands Dr John's 
misrecognition of her and his inability to see through the surface. Deep inside Lucy's heart 
her desire for recognition remains burning, as she awaits the person who could see through 
her and recognise her as who she is. 
Madame Beck is not the only person who threatens Lucy's privacy. Lucy clearly 
knows that it is Madame Beck who has been ruffling her drawers and reading her letters; it 
takes Lucy some time, however, to discover that it has been M. Paul who "was on intimate 
terms with my desk", correcting her exercises, and leaving her classics, pamphlets and 
magazines to read. (Villette, Ch. XXIX, 323) M. Paul's act is certainly an intrusion of Lucy's 
privacy, when this act of good intention is conducted with neither Lucy's consent nor 
knowledge; and in vain she has tried catching him in the act or detecting the moments of his 
coming. But she is not particularly disturbed: "I profited by his capricious goodwill in loans 
full welcome and refreshing." (Villette, Ch. XXIX, 323) In a way, Lucy's quest for 
recognition is partially fulfilled in M. Paul's act because it at once stands as a proof of not 
only his friendly sentiments for her but more importantly, his recognition of her existence and 
her intelligence. Now that Lucy cannot outspy M. Paul in the way she does to Madame Beck, 
the act has placed her in the same underprivileged position as that of Dr John, of being fully 
observable but in her turn unable to observe. M. Paul's behaviour, then, further reinforces the 
pensionnat as a place of no privacy, and justifies Lucy's splitting into her observing and 
observed selves because she has a need to watch over her own behaviour. 
Madame Beck's non-recognition of Lucy Snowe has not led to Lucy's own non-
recognition of herself, but the three girls' misrecognition of Elaine results in Elaine' s self 
misrecognition. Like Lucy Snowe, whose respect and recognition for Madame Beck is 
answered by her non-recognition, Elaine's recognition for the three girls is answered by their 
misrecognition of her. Elaine Risley is subjected to a different kind of surveillance, but the 
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effect is the same: like Lucy Snowe, Elaine has had to split her "self' into an observing and 
an observed self; but while Lucy employs self-surveillance to protect her own privacy, Elaine 
watches herself as a desperate act to avoid offending the three girls. To adjust herself 
according to their expectation of her, Elaine, like Lucy Snowe, is split into two selves as an 
inmate in a panopticon structure, one self watching over the other with a keen eye to find and 
to monitor any "misconduct". 
Elaine's observing self proves to be yet another vehicle of Cordelia by which she 
manipulates her; but this only adds to Elaine' s confusion: "what did I say wrong? I can't 
remember having said anything different from what I would ordinarily say." (Cat's Eye, Ch. 
22, 131) By pushing her out of their circle and making her begging to be let in, the three girls 
manage to convince Elaine of her inferiority. 
Elaine's regard of Cordelia, Carol and Grace as role models is similar to Lucy's 
regard for Madame Beck. For her, they represent the femininity, sexuality and other qualities 
of Toronto bourgeoisie which she desires. As she tries to model her behaviour on theirs she is 
willing to submit herself to their surveillance of her. Apart from her speech, they also monitor 
her behaviours and gestures, the way she walks and the way she eats. Like Lucy Snowe, 
Elaine finds that she cannot escape from the spying and scrutinising eyes especially when 
Carol is planted by her side as Cordelia' s spy: 
Once I'm outside the house, there is no getting away from them. They are on the 
school bus, where Cordelia stands close beside me and whispers into my ear: 'Stand 
up straight! People are looking!' Carol is in my classroom, and it's her job to report to 
Cordelia what I do and say all day. They're there at recess, and in the cellar at 
lunchtime. They comment on the kind of lunch I have, how I hold my sandwich, how 
I chew. On the way home from school I have to walk in front of them, or behind. In 
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front is worse because they talk about how I'm walking, how I look from behind. 
'Don't hunch over,' says Cordelia. 'Don't move your arms like that.' 
(Cat's Eye, Ch. 22, 135) 
Cordelia is literally issuing instructions for Elaine on how she should walk and talk as 
if it were a passport for her to be recognised in their community. The kind of surveillance 
Lucy suffers from is silent and secretive; the spying eyes seek to intrude upon her privacy in 
order to consolidate Madame Beck's power or to satisfy M. Paul's will and ego through 
assisting in Lucy' s own education; but that Elaine suffers from is openly pronounced, 
properly approved by her own ignorant self, shielded in the name of friendship and the stated 
objective of improving herself. She is under the false impression that by improving herself in 
ways that they design and behaving herself in ways that they approve, she is able to fight her 
social inferiority and gain acceptance into their community. This belief makes her rely even 
more on their approval which is based on their misrecognition of her. 
As Taylor aptly asserts, "misrecognition shows not just a lack of due respect. It can 
inflict a grievous wound, saddling its victims with a crippling self-hatred. Due recognition is 
not just a courtesy we owe people. It is a vital human need." (Taylor, "The Politics of 
Recognition", 26) Because of their lack of due respect for her, Elaine has lost her confidence 
in her own behaviour and her respect for herself. Even though it may not be self-hatred, 
Elaine certainly is not contented with herself and who she appears to be before her three 
friends. She allows her friends' judgment to shape her own identity (Clark); and to adjust 
herself, Elaine's observing self is standing on Cordelia' s side, approving Cordelia' s power 
over her behaviour, and trying to pick on her own "misconducts". Such antagonistic 
relationship between her observing and observed selves thus contributes to Elaine ' s lack of 
at-homeness in her own body, and subsequently, the city. 
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Elaine as an Exotic 
"because I say we rather than they" 
--Learning to Love America, Shirley Geok-lin Lim (1998) 
Elaine' s repressed traumatic memones of her childhood have made the city of 
Toronto a strange place for her. Although for her, it is a place representing both "misery and 
enchantment" (Cat's Eye, Ch. 3, 14) the overwhelming feeling is actually hatred, as she 
explicitly states at the beginning of the narrative and claiming it as a "fact": "The fact is that I 
hate this city. I've hated it so long I can hardly remember feeling any other way about it." 
(Cat's Eye, Ch. 3, 13) At the time of her residence, misrecognition comes not only from her 
mother, from the three girls and from Jon, but from other less significant individuals in her 
life as well. Elaine finds that she has lost her identity and self-worth because of the city's 
non-recognition of her. As she returns to Toronto now as a middle-aged professional artist, 
she has come to realise that she is another "self' in this city, a "self' without an established 
identity, not even the identity of a former resident of the city. 
As discussed above, Elaine' s childhood experience under the surveillance and 
"reformation" of the three girls has greatly influenced her own perception of who she is in the 
city. She juxtaposes the "self' in Toronto as she revisits the city now as a middle-aged 
woman and the "self' in Vancouver, her current home, and she immediately experiences 
again the discomfort which has driven her away from Toronto years ago. The "self' in 
Toronto is presented in the first chapter, entitled "Iron Lung", which is the name of a painting 
she cannot paint yet because, before successfully confronting the past trauma, she is still, 
metaphorically, trapped in an Iron Lung (MacMurraugh-Kavanagh, 14) Displaced from her 
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deepest desires for autonomy, she finds that she can scarcely recognise her self when she has 
lost control of both her speech and her body: "I find it an effort to speak. I measure progress 
in steps, the next one and the next one, as far as the bathroom. These steps are major 
accomplishments." (Cat's Eye, Ch. 8, 45) 
What Elaine could feel is a distorted existence. Even after forty years, Elaine' s 
present self is still heavy-hearted, empty, estranged, and is apparently in stark contrast with 
the Vancouver "self', which is "at home", "cheerful and in control", (Cat's Eye, Ch. 8, 45) 
represented by Elaine' s disembodied voice on the answering machine which she hears when 
she calls her home in Vancouver to look for her husband Ben. Displaced from herself, Elaine 
feels that "In my dreams of this city I am always lost." (Cat's Eye, Ch. 3, 14) but she is not 
only lost in her dreams of this city, as she would later realise; she is psychologically lost in 
the city until she makes peace with her past. 
For Elaine, Vancouver is another existence, another life; and the disorientation she 
feels being her Toronto self makes her anxious to go back to Vancouver. It may be easy to 
understand why Elaine has to separate the two existences: Vancouver belongs to the 
"present" where she builds her new home, and Toronto belongs to the past which has always 
misrecognised her and treated her as a "displaced person" - "those who were stupid and 
uncouth and did not fit in" (Cat's Eye, Ch. 50, 314). From the very beginning, the city has 
never been very welcoming to Elaine. In fact, before arriving at the city, she does not even 
have the need to be recognised. She finds it a strange and awkward experience to be settling 
in their awn house which is really their house and not rented (Cat's Eye , Ch. 6 ~ 34), which 
enables her to realise that it is only in the rootless nomadic way of life she has got used that 
she could have the sense of security and peace she needs. 
The discrepancy between the "new house" in her imagination and that in reality in 
which she eventually settles in results in the discrepancy between how she expects herself to 
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feel and how she actually feels about her new residence. "At first I found the thought of my 
own room exciting[ ... ] but now I'm lonely." (Cat's Eye, Ch. 6, 35) It is interesting that she 
uses the word "lonely" despite being with the same companions- her family- she has been 
leading a nomadic life with, as if this feeling foreshadows her loneliness when she befriends 
Cordelia, Carol and Grace not long afterwards. 
Because of the sense of detachment she feels toward her new home Elaine wears 
outside clothes, and it is especially significant that she actually feels "trapped" in her new 
home but "settled" in the nomadic transient lifestyle and the impersonal, temporary residence 
of the motel: "I want to be back in the motel, back on the road, in my old rootless life of 
impermanence and safety." (Cat's Eye, Ch. 6, 35) It is as if she cannot convince herself yet 
that she should install herself in this new residence. 
Even after she has settled in her new home for some time, she has not developed an 
attachment to it. When the young Elaine returns to Toronto from a family trip to Northern 
Canada, she cannot experience the warmth of "homecoming" from an excursion, and to her 
the house she returns to is more like the strange cottage in Hansel and Gretel than a "home": 
"We reach our house in the afternoon. It looks strange, different, as if enchanted." (Cat 's Eye, 
Ch. 13, 77; emphases added) which may explain why she refers to it as "our house" or "the 
house" instead of "our home" on various occasions. Before settling in Toronto, Elaine' s 
transient existence as a traveller constantly on the move does not require her to be pinned 
down on any specific identity, and she thus enjoys full autonomy and the freedom from the 
need to be accepted in a particular social class. Settling in her new home, then, is the first 
sign that she perceives which categorises her to be coming from the lower middle class and 
makes her realise her need to be recognised in the society. 
It is perhaps a norm for university students to move out from home, but much as 
Elaine agrees that it is more economical to do so when the university is in the same city, she 
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actually feels humiliating still living at home. Elaine's decision to move to the cellar, which 
is yet another very unhomely place, suggests that she has a hidden desire to detach herself 
from this residence, as she is now unconsciously marking herself as a stranger and her new 
home as a strange place, for being "at home" is being recognised, but this is what she has not 
been able to feel. 
Elaine seeks recognition 1n friendship, a bond a person develops with another 
individual who recognises her in the sense that she understands and accepts her as who she is 
and what she does, a relationship based on affection and compatibility of personalities. Yet it 
is when the adult Elaine looks back to the past that she understands that friendship, to her, 
occurs not because of her personality, but only because of circumstances, in which the issue 
of recognition is not involved. "Making friends" is revealed to be an act of compulsion and 
not of free will. Her first friend, Carol Campbell, befriends her "[i]n a way she has to, 
because she's the only school-bus girl in my grade. (Cat 's Eye, Ch. 9, 52) Companionship is 
not the most important thing Carol demands from Elaine. She misrecognises Elaine as a girl 
from a different social class and hence from a different world, which is why when she comes 
into the scene Elaine is immediately and explicitly marked as an exotic. 
Elaine is aware that her friendship with Carol is not developed from an endearment of 
being in the same gender, same age and coming from the same social class, or even a shared 
interest, but a dichotomy between a local and an outsider. Elaine observes that Carol shows 
her around her house "as if it's a museum" (Cat 's Eye, Ch.l 0, 57), treating Elaine as a 
foreigner to show off her way of life as the usual way of living of the middle-class citizens of 
Toronto; but at the same time keeping a distance between them by keeping Elaine away from 
the living room. Recognising Elaine would mean accepting her into her world as a "sovereign 
equal" (Benjamin, 12); however, this is precisely not what Carol means to do. Carol ' s desire 
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for the feeling of superiority is the reason she refuses to recognise Elaine as a little girl like 
herself and insists on misrecognising her as a member of an ethnic minority. 
Treating Elaine as an exotic, Carol appears to be fascinated by both Elaine' s 
ignorance over the Toronto middle-class culture, including objects or a common furniture 
such as a coat-tree, as well as the Risleys' way of running the household, because they are not 
as financially well off as her own family the Camp bells. Carol has a need to be marvelled at, 
and as an "exotic oddity", Elaine has become a vehicle to enhance Carol's own status. 
(Os born, 101) She needs Elaine to be an exotic other so she can return to school and show off 
to the other classmates about Elaine's very different way of living "as if she's reporting on 
the antics of some primitive tribe". (Cat's Eye, Ch. 9, 55) 
Because of this deliberate misrecognition, Carol is disappointed when, after telling 
everyone at school that the Risleys sleep on the floor, the Risleys' real beds arrive from 
storage, "four-legged and with mattresses, like everybody else's." (Cat's Eye, Ch. 9, 55) This 
reduces the degree of exoticism she finds in Elaine and dilutes her own superiority over 
Elaine. Thus in Carol's desire to be "marvelled at" for having such a special lining-up partner, 
Elaine as a child has to be shoved out of the community of the Toronto kids as an outsider. 
Elaine's misrecognition does not end with the childhood bullying. Even though she 
has later adapted to the way of living of Toronto, she still finds herself an exotic in her own 
community and remains having difficulty befriending people of the same sex. At Grade 
Thirteen Elaine decides to pursue a profession which is out of the main stream, more 
specifically she has made -up her mind to become a controversial painter, and thus she risks 
misinterpretations of her paintings. Studying Art and Archaeology in university is a first step 
to embark on the career, but even being among the minorities, she realises she is very 
different from the other girls in the class and she is unable to experience the warmth of 
sameness and kinship with her classmates. 
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Elaine takes Art and Archaeology with a very clear goal in mind - to be a painter; but 
she finds out that actually none of the other girls wants to be an artist, as they only wish to be 
high school art teachers or curators in galleries before settling down to be housewives. Elaine 
has tried hard to blend in with them by hanging out with them, wearing the same clothes, 
listening to their discussions on boys and fashion ... but the more she does this the more she 
feels "ill at ease" with them, "as if I am here under false pretenses." (Cat's Eye, Ch. 49, 309) 
Even being among the people with the same interest, if not the same career goal, Elaine is 
still not accepted as one of them, and neither can she recognise a common trait she shares 
with them. 
In fact, for Elaine, It does not really matter that they do not see her as one of them 
because they are indeed different types of persons with different characters and career goals; 
but the recognition Elaine needs from them is the respect as another individual. She feels ill 
at ease because she cannot feel herself as the author of her own acts when she needs to 
modify her own behaviour to suit their expectation of her, like what she has been doing when 
her younger self socialises with Cordelia, Carol and Grace. Because she is not recognised as 
who she is, once she starts trying to be herself and dresses as she likes, the other girls at the 
university start distancing themselves from her. (Cat 's Eye, Ch. 49, 310) This absence of 
recognition hence continues to marginalise Elaine as an exotic. 
But Elaine does not fully realise herself as a "displaced person" and she seems to be 
oblivious of the harm she is suffering under such misrecognition. In her study of the text, 
Susan Strehle points out that Elaine does net leave the city right after her traumatic childhood, 
but stays for another twenty years, attends high school, university and art school, has an affair 
with her teacher Josef Hrbik, marries Jon, gives birth to Sarah, and begins her career as a 
painter. (Strehle, 167) During this period of her life Elaine does not realise the meanings of 
the signs that appear earlier in her life - when she likes foreign pictures because she feels the 
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"desperate need" to "believe that somewhere else these other, foreign people exist"; when she 
dreams about Mrs Finestein from next door and Mr Banerji being her real parents (Cat's Eye, 
Ch. 31, 183, 189) - all of these suggest to her that she is a discord in Toronto. She is not 
recognised as a part of the city. 
She does not realise that she actually identifies more with the other exotics of the city: 
Mrs Finestein, a Jewish lady; Mr Victor Banerji, an Indian; and Mr Josef Hrbik, a European 
refugee. It is true Josef is her art teacher with whom she has had an affair, but Mrs Finestein 
is only Elaine's employer and a lady from the next door, while Mr Banerji is simply her 
father's PhD student and she is not particularly close to them; yet Elaine connects more to 
them as displaced persons than to her own family, probably because she is displaced in her 
"home town" and her family is not. Mr Banerji has not had many interactions with her, but 
his return to India as a result of his failure to cope with racial discrimination in the city 
foreshadows Elaine's own flight. Mrs Finestein acknowledges Elaine as a trustworthy person 
by entrusting her with her son. Josef Hrbik does not only see Elaine's talent in art, but when 
he engages in a relationship with both Elaine and Susie at the same time, Elaine tells readers 
that "I feel entrusted by him" about their conspiracy of not telling Susie about their triangular 
relationship. (Cat 's Eye, Ch. 53, 332) As they connect with her, Elaine can experience the 
mutual recognition which she has not been able to find among her peers. 
But this does not mean Elaine is fully recognised by these exotics. Elaine is in a 
difficult position in her complicated relationship with Josef. She understands she is in an 
affair with him not because she loves him as a person, cut "I am in love with his ne~d. " 
(Cat's Eye, Ch. 53, 331) Elaine feels that she is recognised as an important person when Josef 
asks her not to leave him. Perhaps because of this desire to be recognised, she allows Josef 
Hrbik to rearrange her like Cordelia did, telling her how she should look. Elaine has lost her 
will to see herself as who she is or who she would like to be, but to o bj ectify herself and 
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adapt herself to the perspective of the others. "I catch a glimpse of myself, without expecting 
it, [ ... ] and I see for an instant what Josef sees" (Cat's Eye, Ch. 55, 341) Yet she is also 
aware of his misrecognition of her when he moulds her into what he thinks she is, explicitly 
telling her that "[t]his is the way he wants me, he says." (Cat's Eye, Ch. 53, 334) Elaine 
refuses to be a victim of his misrecognition of her, and she eventually walks away from him 
like she broke away from the three girls years ago. Unlike the younger Elaine, Josefs 
misrecognition, then, has not led to her misrecognition of herself. Rather, Elaine has 
empowered herself by realising her own needs and walking away from an unhappy 
relationship. 
Nell's Misrecognition of Herself 
"There will be time, there will be time 
To prepare a face to meet the faces that you meet" 
--The Love Song of J Alfred Prufrock, T.S. Eliot (1917) 
Perhaps in the same way that the young Elaine Risley misrecognises herself because 
of misrecognition from the three girls, Nell ' s accustomed subordination has also led to her 
misrecognition of herself. Benjamin notes that "femininity continues to be identified with 
passivity, with being the object of someone else ' s desire, with having no active desire of 
one's own." (Benjamin, 87) Nell's main conflict with herself is that her eagerness to please 
everyone in her life has caused a habitual neglect of any active desire of her own. Because of 
this, N ell's constant submission to the expectations and interests of the people around her 
makes her vulnerable to exploitations from the others when she misrecognises herself and her 
own needs. 
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Tragically, Nell has mastered "the art of serving" from a young age, for she 
mistakenly believes that consenting to every request she receives from her mother and her 
baby sister Lizzie is the only way for her to be recognised as a perfect daughter and a perfect 
elder sister. At the young age of eleven N ell tries to take up the role of her mother to run the 
household when her mother is pregnant (Moral Disorder, "the Art of Cooking and Serving"); 
and she reluctantly consents to Lizzie' s repeated pleas to play the monster game even though 
she knows for certain that the results would be "sobbing and hysteria and then, many hours 
later, nightmares." (Moral Disorder, "The Headless Horseman", 44) Forcing herself to take 
over her mother's role to take care of her baby sister, Nell is oblivious that her life has been 
turned upside down. "When I wasn't doing homework or chores or baby-tending I would lie 
on my bed with my head hanging over the edge, holding up a mirror to see what I looked like 
upside down." (Moral Disorder, "the Art of Cooking and Serving", 25) Nell carries her "art 
of serving" to adolescence and adulthood. She has probably had a hard time putting up with 
Bill's temper (Moral Disorder, "My Last Duchess"), and apparently her colleagues can also 
expect her to produce high-quality work in double-quick time because she has applied this 
attitude to her work as an editor. (Moral Disorder, "Monopoly") Like the people around her 
Nell misrecognises herself by exploiting her own easy disposition. 
However, being upset by all of these is not enough for Nell to learn to stand up for 
herself. N ell does not even respect her own privacy when she allows intrusion throughout the 
years. She allows Owen's unannounced visits at her apartment (Moral Disorder, "The Other 
Place"); Oona's overbearing commands; as well as Billie's installation of the white horse 
Gladys (Moral Disorder, "White Horse") despite Gladys being an unnecessary, additional 
headache for her amidst her domestic battle with Oona. N ell understands that Oona treats her 
"like a hired help" (Moral Disorder, "The Entities", 199) but she obviously permits, and even 
indulges, Oona to do so. She understands that "Yes ma'am" is what Oona wants (Moral 
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Disorder, "The Entities", 198) so this is what she says to keep her happy. Yet, Nell 
misrecognises herself in thinking that, though unpleasant, it is acceptable to have her privacy 
intruded upon. 
Nell could not even explain to herself why she does it, and she even admits to herself 
that she is making excuses: "Why did I behave this way? I didn't know. My excuse - even, 
on some level, to myself- was that I was simply giving in to an urgent demand, a demand 
made by my little sister. I was humouring her. I was indulging her." (Moral Disorder, "The 
Headless Horseman", 44) So, for the same reason "I didn't know", Nell indulges everyone in 
her life. One part of her "self' rejects playing Lizzie's mother and Owen's counsellor, but the 
other part of her "self' relents to the others' wills which actually encourages the others to 
treat her in ways that she dislikes. Nell is, essentially, bullied by Owen, Oona, then Billie, and 
even Gladys. In her middle age, Nell may have even "less backbone" than Elaine as a young 
girl. Elaine's inability to stand up for herself against the three girls' bullying mirrors Nell's 
inability to protest against the intrusion and unfairness imposed on her, not by circumstances, 
but by the people around her. Nell does not seem to understand that her neglect of her own 
will and her inability to protect herself from these trespasses and intrusions are a key factor 
for her being not at-home at the farm. 
Nell is forced to confront her neglected self in the title story-chapter "Moral Disorder" 
in her relationship with the unnamed lamb, onto whom she projects her subconsciously 
recognised needs. The lamb, unnamed, has always been "the lamb" without a specific identity 
and is in a sense a projection ofNell's self when she loses her own identity to accommodate 
the others' expectations and preferences. Being one of the triplets, the lamb joins the 
household as a small, weak, desolate creature rejected by its own mother, and its situation is 
not unlike Nell's who has two siblings and whose parents are not speaking to her. As the 
lamb grows up isolated and defensive, Nell finds herself confined in the little world of the 
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farm and unable to defend herself. Although she tries to detach herself from the lamb by 
refusing to name him, she eventually makes the lamb the one creature she connects to in this 
strange land where she feels herself "cut off' and "not related to anyone" (Moral Disorder, 
"Moral Disorder, 136). 
N ell subconsciously realises she is uncomfortable with this psychological solitude. 
Through cradling and nursing the lamb like a mother (Moral Disorder, "Moral Disorder, 153), 
she forms a strong bond of attachment between herself and him, enacting the relationship she 
desires but could not find in the mother-daughter relationship with her own mother. She treats 
the lamb in ways that she wishes to be treated, unconsciously giving him the care and 
protection she desires but cannot receive from Tig. She even lures the lamb to the abattoir in 
the same manner that she has been persuading herself to do things she does not want to. The 
fact that Nell thinks "I am a cannibal" when she eats the lamb chops (Moral Disorder, 
"Moral Disorder, 160) underlines that she already subconsciously treats the lamb as herself. 
She can only recognise herself through recognising the lamb, and she can only realise her 
own needs when she sees what she is trying to provide for him. 
Nell is probably blind to the parallelism between herself and the lamb, blind to the 
fact that the lamb is a part of her "self', and that he is responding to circumstances in ways 
that she should have but does not dare to. His antagonistic behaviour towards Tig implies 
what Nell would have felt towards Oona as an unwelcome intruder into the relationship 
between herself and Tig, but with her suppressed dislike and half-voluntary obeisance, Nell 
would not and could not express her discontent in any way. The lamb, as a projection of part 
of N ell's "self', helps her recognise and express herself. Therefore when she takes the lamb 
to be butchered, she is symbolically killing an empowered version of her "self' which 
demands her to stand up for herself. No wonder N ell weeps so hard on the way back to their 
farm after sending the lamb to the abattoir. 
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The lamb in the Bible is always connected to sacrifice, but what has Nell achieved by 
sacrificing this lamb, except delicious lamb chops with dried rosemary? Oddly, Nell feels 
empowered. She feels that she might grow cunning and absorb some of the darkness, "which 
might not be darkness at all but only knowledge", turning into a woman whom others could 
come for advice and in emergencies. (Moral Disorder, "Moral Disorder, 160) In a strange 
way, the lamb has to be sacrificed for Nell to eventually realise that she has to discard her 
sentimentality and start fighting for herself. 
But before her real empowerment, self-denial remains the main conflict N ell has with 
herself. She tells others and herself that she does not mind when she actually does. In a life 
that is still in chaos, Nell is so blinded by a momentary happiness she shares with Tig that she 
hypnotises herself that she is content with everything, "Replete, thought Nell. That's the word. 
Why would I want anything to change, ever?" (Moral Disorder, "Moral Disorder", 149) 
Because of misrecognising herself, not only is she not frank with Tig about her needs, she is 
even lying to herself, trying to convince herself that she is perfectly content, when she is 
actually upset and irritated by everything around her. She must realise that, until she 
recognises herself and her own needs and desires, and to learn to say "no" to what she does 
not want, she would never compromise with her "selves" and feel at-home in the farm. 
Chapter Two: 
Recognition 
Section One: Recognition bringing at-homeness 
Jane Eyre 
"Yes; I was tired, but not at heart; 
No-that beats full of sweet content, 
For now I have my natural part 
Of action with adventure blent; 
Cast forth on the wide world with thee, 
And all my once waste energy 
To weighty purpose bent." 
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-- The Wood, Currer Bell ( 1846) 
The previous chapter demonstrates the importance of recognition in the construction 
of the identities of the four heroines and their at-homeness in the world through discussing 
the alienation they experience and the harm they receive from misrecognition or non-
recognition from their parental figures, their significant others, and the other people in their 
lives. This chapter centres on the effects of recognition and illustrates how recognition can 
help the heroines, especially the Victorian orphaned heroines, to achieve at-homeness in the 
strange world. Through analysing the experiences of the late Modem heroines, it will also 
explore why recognition does not always bring benevolent effects. 
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The recognition that lane receives from the people around her makes her a rather 
different Victorian protagonist from Lucy Snowe, whose embarkation of her life journey is 
not voluntary. As Hoeveler and ladwin observe, the book Jane Eyre "is structured around a 
teleological journey that takes lane to five symbolically named houses or institutions: 
Gateshead, Lowood, Thomfield, Marsh End/Moor House, and Femdean." (Hoeveler and 
ladwin, 61) lane begins her journey from her departure from Gateshead Hall, and it has been 
her own decision to leave Gatestead for Lowood, to work at Thomfield, to go to Marsh End 
and to eventually settle in Femdean. lane manages to achieve at-homeness at all of these 
places which begin as a strange place to her through receiving recognition from their 
inhabitants. 
Lowood 
Lowood Institution, with its disastrous living conditions and its hypocritical 
headmaster Mr Brocklehurst, is hardly a welcoming place for 1 ane; but this is where she finds 
recognition in the form of warmth, friendship and justice from Helen Bums, her childhood 
friend, and Miss Maria Temple, the superintendent of the institute. lane's temper is not 
harmonious with the values of Lowood, but because of Helen Bums and Miss Temple, 
throughout the years of her residence in the institute she still manages to "give in allegiance 
to duty and order" (Hoeveler and ladwin, 122) and develop a feeling of being settled there. 
lane's early childhood companions have been her well-off Reeds cousins who look 
down on her as an impoverished dependant; so it is now in Helen Bums that she can find a 
playmate who is, in Benjamin's term, her "sovereign equal". (Benjamin, 12) With her 
vigorous sensitivity toward oppression and injustice, Jane's temperament is not really 
compatible with the institute. As Hoeveler and Jadwin suggest, Helen Burns, whose values 
coincide with the institute's and would therefore willingly submit herself to the institute' s 
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disciplinary system, "helps temporarily assuage lane's fury at patriarchal injustice". 
(Hoeveler and ladwin, 122) Helen Bums recognises lane through being her first friend and 
her listener; affectionately calling her "darling", kissing and embracing her, allowing her to 
experience the love she has never received at Gateshead Hall. (Jane Eyre, Ch. VI, VIII, IX; 
81, 100, 102, 119) Helen responds to lane's passionate temperament, and it is her recognition 
that introduces 1 ane to love and friendship and makes her feel at home in Lowood. 
Miss Temple, who has been a "mother, governess, and [ ... ] companion" to her, is 
another person whose recognition makes lane feel at-home in Lowood. (lane Eyre, Ch. X, 
121) As another female authoritative figure of lane's childhood, the figure of Miss Temple as 
a symbol of warmth and justice immediately opposes that of Mrs Reed. The character of Mrs 
Reed is first introduced with her voice, ordering lane to be locked up in the red-room. But 
while Mrs Reed demonstrates that she is not interested to rule her household with justice, 
Miss Temple is determined to make Lowood a place of justice by clearing the charges against 
1 ane even if it means she is publicly negating the opinions of Mr Brocklehurst, her boss. It is 
in Miss Temple that lane finds a mother-figure whom she can look up to, who recognises and 
cares about her, and as a huge contrast to Mrs Reed, Miss Temple is a major reason that 
Lowood, in its harsh conditions, is much more endearing to lane than the grandeur of 
Gateshead. 
When lane sums up her life at Lowood as a student, she can see that the institute 
recognises her as a worthy student making steady progress in her studies: "I had the means of 
an excellent education placed within my reach; a fondness for some of my studies, and a 
desire to excel in all, together with a great delight in pleasing my teachers, especially such as 
I loved, urged me on." ( 1 a ne Eyre, Ch. X, 121) The young 1 ane is soon prompted to say that 
"I would not now have exchanged Lowood with all its privations, for Gateshead and its daily 
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luxuries" (Jane Eyre, Ch. VIII, 1 07) for it is a place where she can find recognition and thus 
be truly happy. 
However, as mentioned above, Jane's temperament is not compatible with the values 
of Lowood, the characters of Helen Bums and Miss Temple actually function as buffers 
between Jane and Lowood. With Miss Temple married and gone, Helen dead, the adolescent 
J ane suddenly realises that Lowood has also been a physical as well as a mental confinement 
for her: ' 'what seemed better regulated feelings had become the inmates of my mind. [ ... ] I 
believed I was content: to the eyes of others, usually even to my own, I appeared a disciplined 
and subdued character." (Jane Eyre, Ch. X, 122; emphasis added) Miss Temple's departure 
from Lowood enlightens Jane in that Lowood is only a "home" to her because of recognition 
from Helen and Miss Temple, as she proclaims, "with her [Miss Temple] was gone every 
settled feeling, every association that has made Lowood in some degree a home to me." (Jane 
Eyre, Ch. X, 122; emphasis added) Therefore when Miss Temple leaves, Jane feels that she, 
too, must move on. 
Thornfield: 
Jane finds at-homeness working as a governess at Thomfield Hall because she feels 
herself valued and recognised by her master and her peers. Mrs Fairfax addresses her with the 
endearment "my dear" upon their first meeting and rejoices at her companionship. 
Differentiating her from the servants, she immediately acknowledges Jane as someone from 
an equal social status and with equal intelligence: 
I am so glad you are come; it will be quite pleasant living here now with a companion. 
[ ... ] one can't converse with [the servants] on terms of equality: one must keep them 
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at due distance, for fear of losing one's authority. [ ... ] now you are here I shall be 
quite gay. 
(Jane Eyre, Ch. XI, 141-142) 
J ane quickly gains the friendship of the other inhabitants of the mansion as well as 
admiration of her student and love from her master. Although she notices that "there was a 
mystery at Thomfield, and that from participation in that mystery I was purposely excluded" 
(Jane Eyre, Ch. XVII, 244-245) her master Mr Rochester, by requesting her to nurse Mr 
Mason's wound, has proved his recognition in her reliability and in her decency of not being 
inquisitive. In fact, earlier in the novel, Jane proves her reliability by saving Mr Rochester's 
life in the incident of the fire, and when he thanks her he says, "Nothing else that has being 
would have been tolerable to me in the character of creditor for such an obligation: but you: it 
is different; --I feel your benefits no burden, Jane." (Jane Eyre, Ch. XV, 224-225) Mr 
Rochester's remark suggests that he recognises Jane as a unique individual, and that he even 
regards her as, to quote Benjamin again, his "sovereign equal" by recognising her as his 
saviour, and by not feeling indebted to her. 
Moor House/Marsh End: 
Jane's at-homeness at Moor House/Marsh End is based on the recognition she finds in 
the form of love: love for and from her newly-found cousins as well as from the 
neighbourhood. Many critics have noted the symmetry of the three "bad" Reeds cousins at 
the beginning of the novel and the three "good" Rivers cousins at the end of the novel. 
(Thormahlen, 126) While the former robs at-homeness from Jane by their misrecognition of 
her, the latter gives her a "home" - or a warm temporary site of dwelling - through 
recognising her as a pleasant companion even before they are revealed to be blood-related. 
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J ane could see that even if the Reeds coustns have not misreco gnised her, their 
temperaments would not have been compatible. Jane's fondness of knowledge contrasts John 
Reed's hatred for studies, and when the grown-up Jane revisits Gateshead Hall her cousins 
Georgiana and Eliza request her companionship, more out of a need to make her a buffer 
between the antagonistic relationship of the two sisters, a need for Georgiana to unburden her 
heart, her sentiments, her personal history to J ane, than out of fondness of her companionship. 
With the Rivers cousins, however, it appears they have the same tastes and values: "There 
was a reviving pleasure in this intercourse, of a kind now tasted by me for the first time -
the pleasure arising from perfect congeniality of tastes, sentiments, and principles. I liked to 
read what they liked to read: what they enjoyed, delighted me; what they approved, I 
reverenced. [ ... ] Our natures dovetailed: mutual affection -- of the strongest kind -- was the 
result." (Jane Eyre, Ch. XXX, 524, 526) Although St John Rivers misrecognises Jane in 
many ways, during a conversation between them Jane remarks to readers that 
I felt at home in this sort of discourse. I could never rest in communication with 
strong, discreet, and refined minds, whether male or female, till I had passed the 
outworks of conventional reserve, and crossed the threshold of confidence, and won a 
place by their heart's very hearthstone. 
(Jane Eyre, Ch. XXXII, 562; emphasis added) 
J ane' s feelings of recognition come from the :feeling that she has won a place in their 
hearts, but she does not only find kinship in the Rivers cousins; she also receives frequent 
visits from the village belle Rosamond Oliver. "I felt I became a favourite in the 
neighbourhood. Whenever I went out, I heard on all sides cordial salutations, and was 
welcomed with friendly smiles. To live amidst general regard, though it be but the regard of 
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working people, is like 'sitting in sunshine, calm and sweet;' serene inward feelings bud and 
bloom under the ray." (Jane Eyre, Ch. XXXII, 550) It is precisely this "sitting in sunshine, 
calm and sweet" and "serene inward feelings bud and bloom under the ray" that illustrates the 
tranquillity Jane feels being recognised in the form of love and respect in Moor House I 
Marsh End. So before she is settled at her permanent home with her significant other Mr 
Rochester, Jane has again achieved at-homeness in a strange place with the recognition she 
gains from the people around her. 
Lucy Snowe 
"I wandered lonely as a cloud 
That floats on high o'er vales and hills" 
"Must it be so? Is this my fate? 
Can I nor struggle, nor contend?" 
- Daffodils, William Wordsworth (1804) 
-- Frances, Currer Bell ( 1846) 
The other Victorian heroine, Lucy Snowe, remains a stranger throughout the novel, 
not because she has never been recognised, but that the people who recognise her have not 
been able to provide a real home for her. Miss Marchmont's eJLployment of her as her 
nursery-companion is a recognition of Lucy' s companionship; but her residence is not a real 
home for her. M. Paul is the only person who could provide a real home for Lucy, but there 
are strong hints at the end of the novel that he would not return to provide for her. 
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Lucy's harmonious employer-employee relationship with Miss Marchmont is a key 
reason that her residence is where she finds happiness, and a sense that she is "settled" at a 
place. Lucy recognises her as a reasonable mistress and acknowledges a compatibility of their 
manners and temperaments: 
Stem and even morose as she sometimes was, I could wait on her and sit beside her 
with that calm which always blesses us when we are sensible that our manners, 
presence, contact, please and soothe the persons we serve. Even when she scolded me 
- which she did, now and then, very tartly - it was in such a way as did not humiliate, 
and left no sting; it was rather like an irascible mother rating her daughter, than a 
harsh mistress lecturing a dependent 
(Villette, Ch. VI, 33) 
Although Lucy never gives readers the impression that she regards Miss Marchmont 
as another mother figure, the old lady affectionately addresses Lucy as "my child". On the 
night before her death, at a moment of intimacy, Miss Marchmont shares with Lucy the story 
of her youth and offers to remember her in her will, suggesting that she recognises Lucy as 
more a friend than a paid-companion and an employee. 
It is when the adult Lucy Snowe looks back that she finds herself "another Miss 
Marchmont, alone with her memories" (Carlisle, 278), outliving her significant other who 
promises to give her a home but dies before he is able to do so. As Benjam:n says, 
"Identification [ ... ] plays a central role in recognition and desire." (Benjamin, 1 06) Because 
of this mutual recognition, Lucy has developed an attachment to her mistress: "Two hot, 
close rooms thus became my world; and a crippled old woman, my mistress, my friend, my 
all. Her service was my duty - her pain, my suffering - her relief, my hope - her anger, my 
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punishment - her regard, my reward." (Villette, Ch. VI, 33) It is such attachment and mutual 
recognition that enable their interactions to transcend their employer-employee relationship to 
develop into closer acquaintance, giving Lucy a temporary home. 
Benjamin asserts that the essence of recognition lies in "pleasure", as illustrated by 
Jane Eyre's relationships with the Rivers and Lucy's acquaintance with Miss Marchmont. 
She describes the desire of recognition as "the simultaneous desire for loss of self and for 
wholeness (or oneness) with the other, often described as the ultimate point of erotic union 
[ ... ] In getting pleasure with the other and taking pleasure in the other, we engage in mutual 
recognition." (Benjamin, 126; emphases in original) As her significant other, M. Paul's 
recognition for Lucy comes in the form of love and desire for her as a person, respect for her 
intelligence, and a promise for a permanent home in addition to his delight in Lucy' s 
companionship. M. Paul is, arguably, the one person who can give her a real home which is 
more than a place of residence. 
M. Paul, like his full name - Paul Carl (or Carlos) David Emanuel - suggests, is a 
saviour to Lucy, playing a role similar to that of St John Rivers as discussed above. While she 
suffers from her unrequited feelings and misrecognition from Dr John, M. Paul, with his love, 
replaces him and liberates her from the emotional restraints that Dr John's indifference has 
imposed on her. (Carlisle, 276) M. Paul ' s love begins as a kind of sibling affection, calling 
her "petite sceur", inducing the first feeling of at-homeness in Lucy who admits that "if I were 
his sister, I should always be content to stay with a brother such as he". (Villette, Ch. XXIII, 
360) Then he takes a step further to call her "man ami", (Villette, Ch. XXVII, 301) which is 
directly translated into "my friend" in English, but in M. Paul' s own language - French - the 
term connotes another sense of intimacy. His jealousy of Lucy's interactions with Dr John, 
his attention to her and the fury he expresses at not receiving a birthday present from her 
indicate that his recognition for her is more in the form of love and desire which overrides the 
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sibling affection he claims he has for her, and it is in his affection that Lucy finds her sense of 
worth. (Ciolkowski) 
As discussed previously, what Lucy Snowe seeks is the recognition of her brilliance 
when she shrinks into the shade. M. Paul, as a colleague and in a sense her instructor, is able 
to recognise Lucy, in critic Joseph A. Boone's words, in her "deliberate self-effacement" 
which "confirms the sense of existential aloneness that has pervaded Lucy' s life from its 
earliest years" (Boone, 29). M. Paul relieves it through offering her his love and 
companionship and connecting to her, forcing her to look in a mirror and realise their 
"affinities": 
I was conscious of rapport between you and myself. [ ... ] we are alike -- there is 
affinity between us. Do you see it, mademoiselle, when you look in the glass? Do you 
observe that your forehead is shaped like mine-- that your eyes are cut like mine? Do 
you hear that you have some of my tones of voice? Do you know that you have many 
of my looks? I perceive all this, and believe that you were born under my star. 
(Villette, Ch. XXXI, 345; emphasis added) 
M. Paul's discourse pronounces a kinship which he observes is what Lucy Snowe, 
being accustomed to solitude, lacks and needs, and he is thus obliged to offer it to her. 
Boone continues to note that "M. Paul's fiery temper complements the 'fire' that he, 
alone among Lucy's acquaintances, perceives under the surface of her calm exterior." (Boone, 
34) M. Paul recognises both Lucy' s public and private selves, and he explicitly assures her 
that "I know you all by heart. (Villette, Ch. XXXI, 342) In a world that recognises a woman 
by her beauty, her desirability, her wealth and her capability as a wife and mother, M. Paul 
demonstrates his belief in Lucy' s intelligence and versatility through numerous incidents, 
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requesting her to participate at a play at Madame Beck's fete at a very short notice and 
calling her his "rescuer", (Villette, Ch. XIV, 124) which rings true when he requests her to 
save his reputation in the incident of the "On Human Justice" essay writing. (Villette, Ch. 
XXXV). On one occasion M. Paul deliberately seeks Lucy's comment for the speech which 
he has just delivered, and his respect and recognition for Lucy's opinions flatter her: "He 
should not have cared just then to ask what I thought, or what anybody thought; but he did 
care, and he was too natural to conceal, too impulsive to repress his wish." (Villette, Ch. 
XXVII, 292; emphasis in original) M. Paul's care for her views suggests that he cares about 
her as a person. As previously mentioned, M. Paul's frequent contact with Lucy's desk 
leaving her stimulating books and pamphlets is an act of good intention which displays his 
friendly sentiments toward her and "validate[ s] her intellectual ambition", to quote Boo ne 
again, "[ a]nd it is this intellectual reciprocity that ultimately differentiates Lucy's relation 
with Paul from that with Dr. John, leading to an imagistic reversal that transforms Lucy into 
the penetrator of M. Paul" (Boone, 34). Contrary to Dr John's mistaken perception of Lucy as 
an "inoffensive shadow", M. Paul could recognise Lucy as an enlightened intelligent 
Victorian woman and as the light that her name suggests. 
Hence in a society in which femininity is defined by beauty, plain, quiet little Lucy 
Snowe finds her own attractiveness in M. Paul's love and desire for her. It is M. Paul's 
recognition that offers her not only at-homeness but the opportunity to construct a real home 
with him. When the adult Lucy poses the questions to herself, 
is there nothing more for me in life - no true home - nothing to be clearer to me than 
myself and by its paramount preciousness, to draw from me better things than I care 
to culture for myself only? Nothing, at whose feet I can willingly lay down the whole 
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burden of human egotism, and gloriously take up the nobler charge of labouring and 
living for others? 
(Villette, Ch. XXXI, 340; emphasis added) 
M. Paul tells her that she deserves to be loved and desired, and his pledge of love 
indicates that he is prepared to give her home and a future like other ladies with the same 
social status. It is during the transitional period of his absence that Lucy obtains a place of her 
own, as he also provides her with "her own fully stocked girls' school, the means and 
occasion for her escape from her life of servility and dependence at Madame Beck's" 
(Ciolkowski), elevating her to the peak of her career which also serves as a sign of his 
recognition in Lucy's capability to excel in this vocation, and enabling her to find a home in 
it before he can return from Guadeloupe to give her a true home in matrimony. 
Interestingly, as critic Karen Chase points out, it is in the spaces provided by M. 
Paul's absence that allows Lucy to succeed "as a headmistress and writer" (Chase, emphasis 
in original). Lucy cannot consider her school as a final home because it is in fact M. Paul's 
investment rather than her own. (Heady, 354) Paradoxically it is M. Paul's physical absence 
that nourishes Lucy' s presence, for his letters indicate a psychological presence with his 
"full-handed full-hearted plenitude". She can feel that she finds at-homeness in his letters for 
her "because he loved Lucy and had much to say to her; because he was faithful and 
thoughtful, because he was tender and true." (Villette, Ch. XLII, 462) But these underline that 
Lucy's eventual home should be the one she should be building with M. Paul in a future that 
Lucy has not and perhaps cannot share with readers. Lucy' s statement describing the three 
years of M. Paul's absence as "the three happiest years of my life" (Villette, Ch. XLII, 461) is 
justified with the heavy hints suggesting M. Paul has perished in the raging tempest described 
toward the end of the novel and that wedding bells would ring for everyone except the 
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heroine herself. Heartbreakingly, after her employment at Miss Marchmont's place, she finds 
real happiness again in a temporary place. Indeed, recognition from M. Paul as another 
significant other could indicate where Lucy belongs, and as J anice Carlisle aptly describes, 
"[h]is avowed love for her is the confirmation and fulfillment that she has sought". (Carlisle, 
276) Yet Lucy Snowe's life remains all at sea when she can only find a home in the person 
who is unable to return to offer it, and thus her quest for recognition can never be fully 
achieved. 
Section Two: Abused recognition 
Elaine Risley 
" Thou suffering thing, 
Know that thy sorrow is my ecstasy, 
That thy love's loss is my hate's profiting!" 
-- Hap, Thomas Hardy (1866) 
So far a lot has been discussed on the importance of recognition from the others to an 
individual on achieving at-homeness in the world. But the "recognition" described has been 
based on an assumption of good intention of the giver, including the support an individual 
receives from the others on her strengths (such as the Rivers sisters' recognition of lane ' s 
companionship and M. Paul's recognition of Lucy' s intelligence), and a different kind of 
support in her weaknesses (such as Miss Temple and Helen Burns cushioning Jane from her 
incompatibility with Lowood Institute, and M. Paul offering Lucy Snowe the love and desire 
she lacks and needs). Unfortunately recognition does not always occur in a benevolent 
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manner. For the two late Modem heroines, Elaine Risley and Nell, recognition comes in a 
malevolent manner when the others ide~tify, and subsequently exploit, the heroines' 
weaknesses. Elaine Risley's torment at the three girls is first generated by their deliberate 
misrecognition of her as an exotic, and later facilitated by their recognition of her 
vulnerability. Meanwhile, Nell's easy-going personality and her habit to please everyone are 
very much exploited, mainly by Tig' s first wife Oona and N ell's little sister Lizzie. The 
experiences of both late Modem heroines illustrate that exploited recognition can be equally 
disastrous on inflicting harm on an individual as misrecognition. 
As discussed previously, Elaine Risley's childhood trauma begins with Carol 
Camp bell's need to be marvelled at through marginalising her as an exotic oddity, but it 
develops through the three girls' realisation of Elaine's vulnerability, her weakness of what 
Benj amin points out as Elaine' s fear of abandonment which is a reason for the concept of 
submission to anchor in herself as a victim. The three girls have managed to recognise 
Elaine' s mistaken belief that, "as long as [she] can transpose her fear of loss into submission, 
as long as she remains the object and manifestation of [the three girl's] power, she is safe." 
(Benj amin, 61) so they exploit this knowledge to further subordinate Elaine, which they 
succeed in doing through manipulating two of Elaine' s weaknesses they can identify: her 
desire for harmonious friendships, and her sense of inferiority. 
One important medium for young children to be together and interact socially is game, 
and it is games that promise harmony. It is through playing games that Elaine and the three 
girls first create and develop their friendships; so it is also through games and their 
benevolent nature that the three girls manage to convey the illusion of harmony and to 
manipulate their relationships with Elaine, for they understand that they can count on Elaine 's 
obedience to their instructions for her if they issue them in the name of "game". Before 
Cordelia comes into the picture, the games Elaine plays with Carol and Grace connote a clear 
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sense of hierarchy in their "friendship", with Grace on top dictating what and how and when 
they play. When they play School, Grace naturally assumes the role of authority to play the 
teacher, with Carol and Elaine carefully following her orders for fear of offending Grace. 
Even when they colour movie star colouring books, an activity which involves no tension and 
no hierarchy between players, Grace directs how and with what colour they should paint. 
"Because we want to play with her more than she wants to play with us, she gets her way in 
everything." (Cat's Eye, Ch. 10, 58) Elaine is not unfamiliar with this feeling, for it echoes 
the situation she has been in with her earliest childhood companion, her brother Stephen: 
"Stephen is bigger and more ruthless than I am, and I want to play with him more than he 
wants to play with me." (Cat's Eye, Ch. 4, 27) So, Elaine has always been in an imbalanced 
power relationship with her playmates, and that even in the friendships with Grace and Carol, 
the two girls would see that Elaine' s position is marginalised as she has had to submit to their 
interests. Recognising Elaine's accustomed sense of inferiority, Grace and Carol understands 
that they can manipulate her through this. 
Yet it is after Cordelia joins the circle that their "games" start becoming mortally 
disastrous for Elaine. In the episode of the girls' impersonation of Mary Queen of Scots in 
Cordelia's backyard, Elaine, cast in the role of the beheaded queen, faces the mortal danger 
of a live burial. The three girls recognise and exploit Elaine' s trust in their benevolent intent 
in the game: "When I was put into the hole I knew it was a game; now I know it is not one. I 
feel sadness, a sense of betrayal. Then I feel the darkness pressing down on me; then terror." 
(Cat's Eye, Ch. 20, 120; emphasis added) Y~t Elaine ' s sadness and sense of betrayal has not 
hindered her participation in it, as she goes on to tell readers "the game or some other game 
continued." (Cat's Eye, Ch. 20, 120) The incident foreshadows Elaine ' s future amnesia, as 
the adult Elaine recalls the incident and finds a blank in the moment of the trauma: "I have no 
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image of myself in the hole; only a black square filled with nothing, a square like a door" 
(Cat's Eye, Ch. 20, 121). 
This incident of the game of "Mary Queen of Scots" is one of the many of its kind in 
which the three girls disguise their malicious act in the form of a "game". In the climax 
incident of the trauma, Cordelia throws Elaine' s hat into the ravine, instructs her to retrieve it 
and to count to a hundred before going up to join them again. As Elaine describes Cordelia' s 
act of punishment, "She doesn't sound angry any more. She sounds like someone giving 
instructions for a game." (Cat's Eye, Ch. 35, 211; emphasis added) Cordelia's unconscious 
awareness of Elaine' s vulnerability to her kindness transforms her tone into one that could 
trick Elaine into believing her malicious act as a game and would thus respond to her in the 
way she expects and approves, which, later, almost costs Elaine her life. 
As Bethan Jones observes, "The other girls prey on her supposed weaknesses: 
weaknesses that they conjure in the interests of inflicting abuse, but which Elaine feels she 
actually possesses. The acute awareness of these weaknesses, and the ensuing lack of self-
worth, arise unconsciously through contact with the perpetrator of the bullying." (Jones, 32) 
These have led to the series of "reformation" imposed on her, which, as discussed above, 
seriously affects Elaine's at-homeness in her own body as a part of her self is turned 
antagonistic toward herself. It is Elaine's need to be included in their circle, they recognise, 
that gives them a visa to install the crashing-plate system, to find faults with her behaviours, 
and to dictate the manner and style of Elaine' s postures and discourse. Interestingly, in one of 
the many meetings in which the three girls discuss how Elaine should improve herself, 
Cordelia' s elder sisters pass by and ask Elaine, "What's the little game today? Hide and 
Seek?" (Cat 's Eye, Ch. 20, 120; emphasis added) Only when Elaine eventually realises she 
has been victimised by this lie of her "reformation" that she understands, 
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It's an imitation, it's acting. It's an impersonation, of someone much older. It's a game. 
There was never anything about me that needed to be improved. It was always a game, 
and I have been fooled. I have been stupid. 
(Cat's Eye, Ch. 36, 217; emphases added) 
This weapon of manipulation, then, reverses the previous through disguising the 
"game" in the mask of reality, moulding Elaine into the kind of victim they need. Hence, it is 
precisely the three girls' recognition and exploitation of Elaine's weakness in her sense of 
socio-economic inferiority, her severe lack of confidence, combined with her unshaken belief 
in their friendship and their benevolent intention behind their malicious behaviour that effect 
Elaine' s childhood trauma which lies at the heart of the novel. 
"I'm not an angel. 
I'm only a shadow, 
the shadow of your desires. 
I'm only a granter of wishes. 
Now you have yours." 
-- Enough of these Discouragements, Margaret Atwood (2007) 
Unlike the young Elaine, Nell's habitual obedience is not a result of her sense of 
inferiority and lack of confidence, or her belief in the benevolent intention behind the 
requests and instructions; neither has she suffered a trauma as a result of her exploited 
recognition of her little sister Lizzie and Tig's first wife Oona, but it stems from her desire to 
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please and later facilitates a mid-life crisis which begins in her adolescence after the birth of 
Lizzie. 
As Benjamin asserts, "[i]n order to exist for oneself, one has to exist for an other. It 
would seem there is no way out of this dependency. If I destroy the other, there is no one to 
recognize me, for if I allow him no independent consciousness, I become enmeshed with a 
dead, not-conscious being. If the other denies me recognition, my acts have no meaning; if he 
is so far above me that nothing I do can alter his attitude toward me, I can only submit. My 
desire and agency can find no outlet, except in the form of obedience." (Benjamin, 53) 
Benjamin's assertion points out the reason behind Nell's habitual obedience in her quest for 
recognition as a perfect elder sister for Lizzie and a perfect lifelong companion for Tig. For 
Nell, the easiest way to please is to consent to any requests made by the particular individual, 
and her belief is a soft spot in her character, which, recognised by Lizzie and Oona, becomes 
an expectation of her and a tool for them to manipulate their relationships. 
Lizzy's exploitation ofNell ' s soft character has not been deliberate. She has just been 
used to perceiving Nell as an elder sister pretending to be a mother to her, and she is unable 
to see that N ell is at war with herself when she is tom between her refusal to play "mother" 
and her sense of responsibility to be a protective elder sister. Yet Lizzie is able to recognise 
Nell ' s vulnerability in her sibling love for her, Nell ' s need to be recognised by her as a 
perfect elder sister, and Nell ' s insistence to be the solution to all her problems, all of which 
Lizzie takes for granted. The young Lizzie exploits Nell ' s indulgence of her, and in insisting 
to play the Monster game, she seems to be forcing the image vf the monster in herself onto 
her loving elder sister, whose constant attempt to create an angelic self-image is greatly 
disturbed by this monstrous self imposed on her. Lizzie recognises that Nell, in Nell ' s own 
words, "wanted the world to be better than it was" (Moral Disorder, "The Headless 
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Horseman", 54) so she manipulates this attitude and Nell's indulgence of her to make the 
world better than it was for her. 
But apart from Nell's softness Lizzie also recognises her strength. For Lizzie, Nell has 
always been an invincible elder sister with an image of a superwoman, for at different points 
of their lives Lizzie tells her, "Don't worry. You're really strong. You'll handle it." (Moral 
Disorder, "The Headless Horseman", 53); "You'd cope with it [ ... ] You cope with 
everything." (Moral Disorder, "White Horse", 187) When Nell almost feels her world 
crumbling down at the news of Lizzie being diagnosed with schizophrenia, Lizzie greets her 
with her frequent unburdening of her personal miseries and her attempted suicide precisely 
because her recognition of Nell's strength and ability to cope with all situations frees her 
from any guilty conscience of being an additional headache to N ell's already chaotic middle-
age life. Hence, since Lizzie is an important piece in the big puzzle of N ell's home, on top of 
the others' misrecognition of Nell, her anxiety as a young woman and her exploitation of the 
strength and weakness she recognises in Nell have greatly contributed to the household's, and 
subsequently the farm's, deprivation of Nell's at-homeness. Nell is only able to break away 
from her role as Lizzie's "mother" when Lizzie finally settles in her real-estate business and 
is married to a fine man. 
As Benjamin suggests, one of the fundamental reasons for domination is "love". 
(Benjamin, 5) Nell's love for Lizzie has indulged Lizzie's exploitation her soft character 
(which has never been deliberately malicious); but her love for Tig has allowed Oona's 
domination vvhich has been the core reason of her mid-life crisis at the farm. Oona' s 
recognition ofNell's soft character has led to her domination through dictating Nell ' s acts as 
well as interfering with Nell's life with Tig and her relationship with the two boys, 
threatening Nell's existence and position as Tig's companion and the mistress of the farm. 
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Oona recognises Nell's reliance on the stability of her relationship with Tig, and it is 
through this relationship that Oona manipulates Nell. As Benjamin says, the recognition an 
individual needs involves being recognised as the author of her own behaviour, "I am the 
doer who does, I am the author of my acts" (Benjamin, 21 ). Oona makes Nell realise that it is 
she who initiates and facilitates Nell's relationship with Tig like an arranged marriage. Nell 
has tried to convince herself that "it was she who had chosen, it was she who had acted- but 
nonetheless the hard truth was that to some extent the whole thing was Oona' s doing." 
(Moral Disorder, "Monopoly", 112; emphasis added) Oona seems to hint to Nell that she 
does not choose to be in this relationship, but she has applied for this position and has gone 
through an interview in the roast beef dinner, during which Oona has observed her behaviour 
before giving her a "pass". In Oona's management of the relationship, Nell "was to serve as 
Tig's other company" (Moral Disorder, "Monopoly", 122; italics in original) which Nell 
explains as "consisted of men she'd played around with before marriage" for the Wife of 
Bath. (Moral Disorder, "Monopoly", 118) Oona has termed Nell's relationship with Tig as 
"Tig and his harem", openly implying to acquaintances that the relationship will be 
temporary. (Moral Disorder, "The Entities", 198) All of these suggest to Nell that Tig is not 
really serious in their relationship, which adds another sense of insecurity for her. 
Nell gets the "pass" in the roast-beef-dinner interview because Oona recognises her 
soft character as a person easily controllable: "Oona had her fingered for the position of 
second wife, or if not a second wife exactly, something second. Something secondary. 
Something controllable. A sort of concubine." (Moral Disorder, "Monopoly", 122; emphasis 
added) Oona has hand picked N ell to be the second wife of Tig so she could assume the role 
of the mistress and remain the lead of the household. 
Taylor notes the importance of subjectivity and autonomy to the idea of recognition: 
"There is a certain way of being human that is my way. I am called upon to live my life in this 
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way, and not in imitation of anyone else's life. But this notion gives a new importance to 
being true to myself. If I am not, I miss the point of my life; I miss what being human is for 
me." (Taylor, "The Politics of Recognition", 30; italics in original) Yet Oona, in her 
recognition of Nell's softness, takes away her autonomy to impose on her a formula to run 
"her" household, degrading N ell into a "governess" as mentioned above. In the days when 
Nell was Oona's editor, Oona has complimented her as "the rewrite queen - the power 
behind the scenes." (Moral Disorder, "Monopoly", 114; italics in original) This remark rings 
especially ironic now when Oona actually becomes the power behind the domestic scenes of 
Tig and Nell's relationship and Nell's new life. While at the beginning Oona would dictate 
her thoughts into a tape recorder for Nell to transmute them into print to be published; she is 
now dictating instructions to N ell through the telephone on the boys' education and other 
domestic matters, exploiting her realisation of Nell's submission. (Moral Disorder, 
"Monopoly", 116, 128) Oona's act as an exploitation of Nell's softness hence effectively 
effaces Nell's identity and authority as a "mistress" and confirms her position as a 
"governess" and a "hired help". 
Oona's manipulation of Nell extends over the domestic sphere, while any influence 
Nell could have had over Oona as her editor has gradually and soundlessly vanished when the 
book that Nell has "ghost-written" for her has been "quietly dropped" (Moral Disorder, 
"Monopoly", 124). Oona's realisation ofNell's submission to her overwhelming domination 
enables her to go as far as bad-mouthing her and requesting her to buy her a house which Nell 
cannot afford to but has obliged anyway. Oona, in recognising and exploiting Nell's desire to 
please and acceptance of her degraded position, is not satisfied with only asserting her 
position as the "real" mistress of the household, but to become a dominating figure in N ell ' s 
life. Hence, while the recognition the two Victorian heroines Jane and Lucy receive from the 
people around them offer them a home, the late Modem heroines suffer from the exploitation 
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of their recognition. Elaine's recognition from the three girls facilitate her childhood trauma; 
and Oona and Lizzie's exploitation of their recognition of Nell inflict harm on Nell's 
construction of identity when her multiple roles of mother/sister, editor/hired 
helper/governess are all confused, contributing to Nell's mid-life crisis and threatening her at-
homeness in the world. 
Section Three: Recognising the Strangers in the Selves 
Jane Eyre 
"When Aunt is dead, her terrified hands will lie 
Still ringed with ordeals she was mastered by." 
--Aunt Jennifer 's Tigers, Adrienne Rich. (1951) 
While Benjamin repeatedly emphasises the importance of mutual recognition on the 
subject, Taylor completes the theory with a reminder on an individual's identity: "the 
importance of recognition has been modified and intensified by the new understanding of 
individual identity that emerges at the end of the eighteenth century. We might speak of an 
individualized identity, one that is particular to me, and that I discover in myself. This notion 
arises along with an ideal, that of being true to myself and my own particular way of being." 
(Taylor, "The Politics of Recognition", 28; emphasis in original) Taylor reminds his readers 
that, ultimately, the most important element contributing to an individual's at-homeness is the 
recognition of the self. In their moments of enlightenment the four protagonists recognise and 
reveal to readers a hidden, empowered strange self, which, at certain points of their lives, 
allows them to experience at-homeness in the world. 
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Jane Eyre finds her empowered self in her relationships with the Reeds, twice in her 
young self before her departure from Gateshead Hall, and once in her adult self during her 
return to Gateshead. Her first moments of empowerment, are generated from J ane' s sense of 
righteousness and her latent belief and desire in justice. At the beginning of the narrative she 
retaliates on her abusive cousin John Reed, and a few chapters later, she confronts her Aunt 
Reed on the unjust accusations of her disposition. At this particular incident of her retaliation, 
Jane recognises a strange self whose fury surpasses her habitual obedience to and fear of her 
cousin John Reed and empowers her to speak what she has often thought but never dreamed 
she would declare aloud: "Wicked and cruel boy! [ ... ] You are like a murderer-you are like 
a slave-driver-you are like the Roman emperors!" (Jane Eyre, Ch. I, 9) It is the same 
strange self who ignores her obedient self and recognises the strength she has had to "dart 
retaliation at my antagonist", "gathered my energies and launched them" with a discourse in 
passionate emotions of hatred as well as accusations of her aunt's evilness and ill-treatment 
of her. (Jane Eyre, Ch. IV, Pg. 48, 49) As a result of her recognition of her empowered self, 
Jane experiences an overwhelming sensation: "my soul began to expand, to exult, with the 
strangest sense of freedom, of triumph, I ever felt. It seemed as if an invisible bond had burst, 
and that I had struggled out into unhoped-for liberty." (Jane Eyre, Ch. IV, Pg. 50) These 
battles with John Reed and Aunt Reed have enabled J ane to discover a strange self which 
allows her a temporary feeling of at-homeness within herself in Gateshead Hall where she 
feels herself alien. 
The young J ane' s hatred and anger toward Mrs Reed has blinded her from realising 
another of her hidden, repressed selves which longs to love her benefactress, and her adult 
self is empowered through forgiveness and reconciliation. Although the young J ane Eyre has 
declared that "I will never call you aunt again as long as I live. I will never come to see you 
when I am grown up" (Jane Eyre, Ch. IV, 49), the grown-up and mature Jane finds the 
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repressed self of her childhood who longs to love and endear herself to her Aunt Reed, and, 
rushing to Mrs Reed's deathbed, she calls her "dear aunt" (Jane Eyre, Ch. XXI, 344). As she 
offers to forgive her aunt ~or the two misdeeds 11 , asking for her aunt's forgiveness for the 
"passionate language" she used against her as a child (Jane Eyre, XXI, Pg. 356), Jane 
recognises another empowered self, a loving and forgiving stranger whom she might not have 
encountered if Mrs Reed has not summoned her; who manages to dissolve the antagonistic 
atmosphere of this mansion which has threatened the existence of her childhood self. The 
young J ane' s strange self could have been a product of her sufferings and of her self-
empowerment in her struggles for at-homeness in her discordant relationships with the Reeds; 
but when her adult self returns to Gateshead Hall, the new empowered self manages to 
dissipate her past negative emotions and reconcile with her Reeds relatives, enabling her to 
achieve temporary at-homeness at the mansion which has once misrecognised and 
marginalised her. 
Lucy Snowe 
"always asking the traveller's fearful question-
What is being lost in translation?" 
--Speaking a Foreign Language, Alastair Reid (1963) 
Lucy Snowe' s recognition .of her empowered strange self and her moment of 
enlightenment determines her career. With people 's non-recognition of her subjectivity, the 
ambiguity of her initial position at the pensionnat and her foreignness further estrange her in 
Villette. It has been pure coincidence that Lucy, who has shared with readers no prior 
11 Mrs Reeds has broken the promise she makes to her husband to bring up J ane as her own child, and has lied to 
Jane's uncle John Eyre about Jane dying of typhus fever at Lowood so she will not be adopted and placed in a 
state of ease and comfort. (Jane Eyre, Ch. XXI, Pg. 355, 357) 
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experiences in the classroom context and is warned that she would not be receiving aid, is 
placed in a classroom which has a reputation for the students' habit and ability to drive away 
obnoxious instructors. Lucy' s discovery of her empowered self occurs just before she steps 
into the classroom when she suddenly feels "all the dishonour of my diffidence-all the 
pusillanimity of my slackness to aspire" ( Villette, Ch. VIII, 71 ). Lucy' s incompetence in her 
command of the French language has marginalised her as an outsider, but at that moment of 
self-discovery, it is precisely her lack of proficiency in the language that forces her to 
translate her words into action; and in beginning with a heavy hand, she manages 
successfully to have "the remainder of the lesson passed in order and industry." (Villette, Ch. 
VIII, 7 4) Her empowered, strange self enables her to recognise her hidden ability in 
classroom management, marks the beginning of her slow but steady elevation of status in 
vocation as a Victorian woman, and paves her way to her ambition of being a directrice of 
her own institute. Lucy' s recognition of her hidden self, then, affirms her newly acquired 
identity as an English instructor. It enlightens her on her career path, allowing her to realise 
her dream and find vocational at-homeness in the strange world she is in. As Patricia 
Johnson remarks, in Villette, "work and marriage meet head on, and it is work alone that 
seems to survive." (Johnson, 619) Lucy is unable to build a home with M. Paul, so 
essentially she could only find a home in her vocation. Indeed, for Lucy as well as for Jane 
Eyre, in the courses of their lives, the at-homeness of their vocations empowers them and 
makes their lives more complete. 
Elaine Risley 
"If only you could find your way 
from the river of chill flowers," 
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-- January, Margaret Atwood (2007) 
Like the young Jane Eyre, the empowered unknown self in the young Elaine Risley 
enables her to stand up for herself and step away from her traumatic childhood; and like the 
adult Lucy Snowe, the adult Elaine recognises her own strength and finds at-homeness in her 
vocation as a professional painter. While the young Elaine suffers from an effacement of 
identity due to her victimhood of childhood bullying, the adult Elaine finds her individualised 
identity in the process of freeing herself from the restraints and influences of her childhood 
trauma. 
The young Elaine first encounters the stranger in her self after the fateful incident at 
the ravine. It is actually a very Romantic idea for her to receive strength from nature, and at 
this critical moment she is rescued by an inexplicable support from the universe. She sees a 
vis! on of what she thinks is the Virgin Mary and hears a soft, muffled voice telling her "You 
can go home now, she says. It will be all right. Go home." (Cat's Eye, Ch. 35, 213; italics in 
original) Having been a victim of psychological confinement and domination, the pain-
stricken Elaine seems to be given permission to "go home", and it is now her empowered self 
who stands up and literally goes horn~. She is also returning home to her "self' which is a 
latent meaning the phrase embodies. During the trauma Elaine is robbed of the freedom to 
"be herself', and she is not at home even in her own body. Here, this unknown voice in 
nature coaxes her to recognise herself, a "self' which has been lost in her adjustments to 
make herself agreeable to the three girls during her quest for their recognition. It is only after 
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the incident in the ravine that she can talk about the vision meaningfully, for she is now back 
to her "self' and is finally "at home". 
When the three girls accuse her of telling on them to their mothers, she responds, "I 
don't know and I don't care" and she admits both to herself and to her readers that "I'm 
amazed at myself." (Cat's Eye, Ch. 36, 217) At this point she rediscovers her lost voice, and 
she also recognises a new found self who refuses to be diminished by the misrecognition of 
the three girls, who could see through her unnecessary submission and tolerance of the three 
girls' behaviour in the past, who realises and rejects her victimhood. Critic Janine Rogers 
aptly observes that, because of her repressed emotions and post-traumatic amnesia, "[Elaine's] 
understanding of herself, other people, and the world around her is badly skewed. She is 
unstable, divided: [ ... ] At this point, Elaine has no core self, no nucleus, as it were: she is 
'shedding matter' (16); she is 'nothing, as if there was nothing there at all' (53)." (Rogers, 
153) Even after she discovers an empowered self to break away from her abusive relationship, 
Elaine remains "nothingness" and a stranger to herself until she recognises a new self to give 
her a proper orientation of her skewed world. 
Unfortunately, this self-recognition is not enough to completely emancipate Elaine 
from these painful memories, for her younger self is yet unable to make sense of the 
problematic relationship with Cordelia, and hence amnesia results in the aftermath of this 
trauma. Elaine is freed only at a final moment of self-recognition when her middle-aged self 
returns to the bridge and the ravine where the turning point of her life has taken place. As 
Christina Ljungberg points out, the bridge represents "the connection between past and 
present" (Ljungberg, 59), so this is where the middle-aged Elaine links her present 
enlightened self to her confused young self, to retrieve the missing time she has lost. As 
Elaine relives this moment of self-liberation in the past, it also becomes a moment of 
recognition of her "self (Elaine) in other (Cordelia)" as well as "other in self'. Throughout 
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her childhood there have been a number of incidents that suggest to her the doubleness 
between herself and her tormentor, but it is only now that she can recognise Cordelia as her 
alter-ego, which, in fact, is the core reason for her childhood trauma to take place and the 
reason behind the complicated power relationship between them. 
At one point in the narrative Elaine confesses that "I'm afraid of being Cordelia. 
Because in some way we changed places, and I've forgotten when." (Cat's Eye, Ch. 41, 255) 
As Atwood says in an interview, she observes that "[t]he hierarchy of girls is more fluid. I 
didn't know from one day to the next who was on top." (Atwood, Margaret and Beaulieu, 
Victor-Levy, 26) Elaine is almost a delayed, milder version of Cordelia. She considers 
Cordelia her "best friend" but she is now exploiting her power over Cordelia the way 
Cordelia did when they were younger, which has not been satisfactory for her either. 
Assuming her own superiority, Elaine has misrecognised Cordelia in the same way that 
Cordelia has misrecognised her, not as an exotic oddity but as a victim of childhood bullying. 
Elaine mentions to readers she reads horror comics with Cordelia during the period of 
their reversed power relationship, and in one of the stories, a pair of twin sisters- a pretty and 
good one, and an ugly and evil one- become one. (Cat's Eye, Ch. 39, 237) This doubleness 
in the story is a miniature of the relationship between Elaine and Cordelia. When Elaine, with 
her "now perfect face", looks into the mirror, she would see the "burned, ruined" face of 
herself- the half of Cordelia - the part of her as a tormentor who at the same time claims her 
victim to be her best friend. Both Elaine and Cordelia are the "pretty, nice sister" as well as 
the "ugly, evil sister" at different periods of their lives, and neither would be complete 
without the other. Realising this doubleness, the now mature Elaine claims that "[t]his is the 
part of herself I could give back to her. We are like the twins in old fables, each of whom has 
been given half a key." (Cat's Eye, Ch. 72, 465) In this action of giving Cordelia the other 
half of the key, Elaine seems to anticipate breaking away from this intimacy, as if giving 
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Cordelia wholeness would allow her to achieve, in Chinmoy Banerj ee' s words, "freedom 
both from Cordelia and from 'being' Cordelia within a Master-Slave relationship. (Banerjee, 
Chinmoy, 31 7) 
Elaine describes the only picture she painted of Cordelia as a picture of Cordelia's 
face with another face behind her, "hanging on the wall", "covered with a white cloth." 
(Cat's Eye, Ch. 41, 255) The face behind Cordelia's face might have been Elaine's own face, 
which is obscured, behind, because of Cordelia' s overbearing existence presiding over her. 
The painting is significantly entitled "Half a Face", which Elaine herself has noted to be odd 
as Cordelia' s entire face is visible. This title, however, highlights that the entirety of 
Cordelia' s face is not wholeness. It is still "half a face" because Elaine' s face is the other half. 
Indeed, as Mary K. Kirtz notes, "Elaine's self-portrait, titled Cat's Eye, is the companion 
piece to her portrait of Cordelia." (Kirtz, 69) Although Elaine calls it her self-portrait, it is, 
still, literally half a face, showing only the upper half of her face which symbolises the 
partiality of her self-recognition at the time of the painting as well as her inability to 
recognise herself in entirety. The empty sky and the hanging pier-glass behind her seem to 
combine to suggest that the emptiness is a result of the absence of the other half of her "self', 
her mirror image which is, in effect, Cordelia's image. (Cat's Eye, Ch. 71) She may have 
unconsciously recognised herself in Cordelia and Cordelia in herself, which is then expressed 
through her controversial portraits. Elaine needs to understand this duality between herself 
and Cordelia to make sense of their reversed master-slave domination and her complicated 
relationship with Cordelia as a significant other. 
The adult Elaine finally understands this duality when she returns to the site of the 
climax of the trauma. Until then she has been mentally trapped in her nine-year-old self, and 
she is aware of this entrapment when her adult self pleads to the air, "Get me out of this, 
Cordelia. I am locked in. I don't want to be nine years old forever. " (Cat 's Eye, Ch. 70, 451) 
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During that moment of realisation, she unites her adult self and her nine-year-old self, and, in 
Rogers' words, "allows Cordelia to dissipate" (Rogers, 161) so that she finally frees herself 
from her lost twin and becomes oneness. She could feel that "[t]here is the same shame, the 
sick feeling in my body, the same knowledge of my own wrongness, awkwardness, weakness; 
the same wish to be loved; the same loneliness; the same fear. But these are not my own 
emotions any more. They are Cordelia 's; as they always were." (Cat's Eye, Ch.74, 475; 
emphases added) This is precisely why, in holding out her hand to offer Cordelia her 
forgiveness, Elaine is also forgiving her dark self. While the vision of the Virgin Mary 
rescues the young Elaine in the past, the adult Elaine in the present stands in her place, saying 
the same words to rescue the vision of the young Cordelia, "I reach out my arms to her, bend 
down, hands open to show I have no weapons. It's all right, I say to her. You can go home 
now." (Cat 's Eye, Ch. 74, 475; italics in original) In rescuing the young Cordelia Elaine is at 
the same time rescuing herself and freeing herself from the traumatic memories which have 
been haunting her for years. She is finally liberated in the recognition of her strange self in 
Cordelia and Cordelia's self in her. 
This recognition of their doubleness also explains why Cordelia' s recognition is so 
important to her, even after so many years. Elaine breaks down when Cordelia fails to attend 
the opening of her exhibition. "I've been prepared for almost anything; except absence, 
except silence." (Cat's Eye, Ch. 72, 467) Elaine still needs Cordelia to recognise what she has 
done and who she is, but Cordelia' s absence signifies that she cannot offer Elaine the 
forgiveness and recognition she needs; and their relationship can neve: be fully resolved. 
Cordelia, as an important component of Elaine's past, is the essential piece of jigsaw puzzle 
of Elaine' s retrospective exhibition. Without her presence Elaine cannot find her exhibition 
successful or even complete. 
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Elaine's exhibition can also be seen as a means through which she seeks recognition 
from the public as well as from Cordelia. In fact, her vocation as a painter is another place 
where the adult Elaine recognises a stronger self. Like Jane Eyre and Lucy Snowe, she 
recognises her talents, her strengths and interests, and she knows it would empower her even 
if it deviates from the mainstream and may even, in a way, marginalise her. 
With a childhood constantly subjected to domination, Elaine chooses a profession 
which allows her to "play God" (Cat's Eye, Ch. 71, 460) while it "offsets her own 
helplessness" (Vickroy). Atwood once mentions that two of the reasons behind the act of 
writing are the hidden "desire for revenge and the wish to be important" 12; and for Elaine, the 
vocation of painting functions in the same way. Elaine is empowered by the unvoiced, "the 
unvoiced 'writing' of dreams, fantasies, paintings, and absence" (Banerjee, Chinmoy, 518) so 
it is also through the unvoiced paintings that she can seek revenge as well as significance for 
her constantly diminished existence. 
As mentioned above, the young Elaine finds herself trapped between answers and 
subjected to constant verbal abuse, judgement and criticism of her discourse from her three 
childhood friends, and she discovers that she is deprived of her verbal power when she has 
her bowl of alphabet soup: 
When I was younger I would fish the letters out and spell things with them on the 
edge of the plate, or eat my name, letter by letter. Now I just eat the soup, taking no 
particular interest. The soup is orangey-red and has a flavour, but the letters 
themselves taste like nothing. (Cat 's Eye, Ch. 26, 155) 
12 Atwood, Margaret. "An End to Audience?" Second Words: Selected Critical Prose 1960-1982. Canada: 
Anansi. 1982. 343. 
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This explains how she begins to seek refuge in silence or non-verbal expressions -
through painting. As critic Martha Sharpe describes, Elaine has learnt "to escape the 
pressures of group conformity by developing a strong imaginative vision on her own", and 
that "the paintings she creates as a dissident woman artist end up becoming sites for 
communication between women." (Sharpe) Elaine speaks through her paintings, and it is also 
through her paintings that she seeks recognition. 
Elaine's at-homeness in her vocation even allows her to define her own profession. At 
the beginning of the narrative when she introduces herself to readers, she describes herself as 
"a painter", differentiating herself from being "an artist": "Respectable people do not become 
painters: only overblown, pretentious, theatrical people. The word artist embarrasses me; I 
prefer painter, because it's more like a valid job." (Cat's Eye, Ch. 3, 15; italics in original) 
Elaine finds refuge in the success of her career as a painter as it becomes something valid she 
can cling to after a childhood and adolescence of chaos and uncertainty. When Elaine is 
tangled in a problematic marriage with a husband who neither understands nor appreciates 
her art, she feels that "I have lost confidence" (Cat 's Eye, Ch. 61, 385) because she has 
unconsciously relented to Jon's dislike of her engagement in the act of painting and thus, 
contrary to Taylor' s assertion, she is not at-home because she is not "being true to myself and 
my own particular way of being" (Taylor, "The Politics of Recognition", 28). To Jane Eyre, 
painting is an activity of leisure; but to Elaine, it is an act of empowerment when the anxiety 
in her "self' that demands to be voiced is released through the activity. 
Earlier in her life when Elaine dra\\'S in Miss Stuart' s class, she struggles with a picture 
and finds that she cannot draw what she means because, as she later realises, she has not been 
able to organise the chaos of her inner selves yet. Subjected to the bullying ofCordelia, Grace 
and Carol, the young Elaine can only resolve to illness and fainting to protect herself and to 
discharge her emotions through transferring the psychological pain inflicted on her to her 
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physical body. Recognising herself, the act of painting becomes a tool for her adult self to 
organise her emotions, and an outlet for her to vent her frustrations in her relationships with 
and misrecognition from the people around her. 
Many critics have noted how Elaine manages to avenge herself through her art. Indeed, 
it is through painting the Empire Bloomers series (Cat's Eye, Ch. 41, 254) that Elaine could 
express her anger and hatred towards Mrs Smeath, the overwhelming feelings which she is 
not even able to explain to herself, "It's still a mystery to me, why I hate her so much." (Cat 's 
Eye, Ch. 62, 396) Because of the grotesque portrayals of Mrs Smeath in the series, the 
paintings themselves could almost serve as a weapon for Elaine to avenge on Mrs Smeath's 
approval of her daughter's abusive acts. Through Half a Face (Cat's Eye, Ch. 41, 255) Elaine 
expresses her confusion in her relationship with Cordelia as it conveys the paradox of 
Cordelia being both her double and her tormentor, and the trouble she has had painting this 
picture reflects Elaine's difficulty in making sense of their relationship. Embarking on her 
artistic career, Elaine recognises a stronger self who is able to confront her latent confusion 
through her paintings. 
Similarly, the paintings act as a medium for Elaine to concretise not just the anxiety and 
frustrations but the endearing feelings she has toward the others. The painting Three Muses is 
a tribute to Mrs Finestein, Miss Stuart and Mr Banerji (Cat's Eye, Ch. 71, 459-460), the three 
displaced persons who have already walked out of her life and who would probably never 
understand what their kindness has meant to her; but Elaine articulates her gratitude to them 
through her paintings. Elaine also expresses her woe in the deaths of her mother and brother 
through the painting of Pressure Cooker and the triptych of One Wing respectively. Painting 
One Wing is what she does to "assuage" the "pain" of losing her elder brother (Cat 's Eye, Ch. 
71, 460), and it is through Pressure Cooker that Elaine attempts to make her mother 
"timeless": "I suppose I wanted to bring her back to life." (Cat's Eye, Ch. 28, 171) Painting 
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her mother in the domestic sphere in this picture, Elaine also conveys a latent desire to have a 
conventional mother. As Vickroy asserts, "the paintings bear witness to the past in 
remembering those who were cruel and kind to her in her most difficult period" (Vickroy), 
enabling her to reorganise her past emotions. Elaine's paintings have also provided her with 
the recognition and acceptance of other women while it allows her to recognise herself. 
Elaine' s entire career is a success because her works have been embraced by feminists such 
as J ody and Chama. (Sharpe) Her success in her career is recognised by the general public as 
well with the interest from the press, her poster attracting defacement, and her "Risley in 
Retrospect" exhibition. 
Elaine is naturally at home in her career as a painter. In the past the young Elaine has 
lost her autonomy when the three girls, Jon and Josef "rearrange" her according to their 
misrecognised images of her; but the adult Elaine recognises a strange empowered self who 
breaks free from it and embarks on a career which enables her to express the inexpressible 
without inflicting pain on herself, to purge her repressed emotions and hidden fears; and 
which bestows on her the power to create, and to order and reorder her own life to make 
sense of it. In painting, Elaine finds her individualised identity. 
Nell 
"you remember it from being sixteen, 
when the others were out somewhere, having a good time, 
or so you suspected, 
and you had to baby-sit." 
--In the Secular Night, Margaret Atwood (1995) 
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Unlike the other three protagonists, Nell finds her empowered strange self in neither 
her relationships with others nor in her vocation. Having been domesticated at a young age, 
N ell's habit of pleasing has helped construct her identity in connection to the people around 
her. She sees herself as a daughter, a sister, a girlfriend, a wife, and a friend, and she defines 
herself in terms of these multiple identities which strip her of her individualised identity when 
she is subjected to misrecognition from all of them. But like Jane Eyre and Elaine Risley, the 
unknown self which Nell discovers empowers her to recognise her own needs and stand up 
for herself. 
Both ofNell's moments of enlightenment occur during her adolescence, in the story-
chapters "The Art of Cooking and Serving" and "My Last Duchess". As discussed above, her 
mother's exploitation of her soft character has imposed on her a template to follow as the way 
a woman should act in the domestic domain; and N ell's adoption of the template has led to 
her misrecognition of herself and oblivion that her life has been turned upside down. Like the 
young J ane Eyre, N ell's discovery of the stronger self occurs at the moment of her retaliation 
against her mother's abuse of her habitual obedience when, in "The Art of Cooking and 
Serving", she commands Nell to put the crying baby Lizzie to sleep. It has been a strange 
unknown self speaking up for her when she retorts, "Why should I? [ ... ] She's not my baby. I 
didn't have her. You did." (Moral Disorder, "the Art of Cooking and Serving", 25; italics in 
original) and it is the moment that her strange self acknowledges her suppressed discontent 
toward the whole issue and lets her realise that she can no longer put up with this way of 
living. Nell admits that while her own words shock her for being rude to her mother, she also 
feels she has been "set free, as if released from an enchantment." (Moral Disorder, "the Art 
of Cooking and Serving", 26) This is the time Nell recognises the empowered strange self in 
herself. N ell's art of serving others against her wish has provoked the stranger in herself to 
eventually stand up for herself, and it is this strange self who enables her to recognise that she 
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can be freed from her compulsion to do service while retaining her helpful personality: "On 
the outside, I would still be helpful - I wouldn't be able to change that about myself. But 
another, more secret life spread out before me, unrolling like dark fabric." (Moral Disorder, 
"the Art of Cooking and Serving", 26; emphasis added) 
Nell's habitual obedience extends beyond the domestic sphere to the examination 
system in which, in the subject of English Literature, she is forced to submit to the "correct" 
interpretations of the texts with which she does not agree. It is when N ell finds out that her 
own interpretation of the poem is actually in conflict with its conventional, accepted reading 
which her teacher Miss Bessie has taught in class, that her obedient self retreats and her 
stronger self enables her to realise that she is trapped in a system which does not, yet, allow 
her to explicitly express her controversial opinions. Nell's rational self understands that even 
though she sympathises with the Duke, "there was no point in dwelling on the Duke's 
grievances: for the purposes of the final exam, he had to be the villain." (Moral Disorder, 
"My Last Duchess", 76) Rejecting her past obedient self, Nell has learnt to question what she 
has been accepting as normality and the obvious, 
Why did we have to study these hapless, annoying, dumb-bunny girls? I wondered. 
Who chose the books and poems that would be on the curriculum? What use would 
they be in our future lives? What exactly were we supposed to be learning from them? 
Maybe Bill was right. Maybe the whole thing was a waste of time. 
(Moral Disorder, "My Last Duchess", 84-85) 
Nell recognises the hidden, stranger self in herself who gains power for her to remove 
herself from the confinement of the system so she could have a different outlook in life. 
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Nell has the same kind of self-discovery in her relationship with Bill toward the end 
of the story-chapter "My Last Duchess". She realises the futility of adjusting her own 
behaviour to accommodate and help him, and discovers she is actually too big for herself. 
The internal stranger that she has discovered has more life force than Bill as well as her 
parents. At the point of her separation from Bill, Nell experiences the moment of awakening: 
I was wide awake. I ought to have been brooding over Bill - didn't he require more 
tears? Instead, in the bright place at the back of my head, there was an image of Miss 
Bessie [ ... ] holding aside a curtain; behind the curtain was the entrance to a dark 
tunnel. I would have to go into the tunnel whether I wanted to or not - the tunnel was 
the road of going on, and then there was more of the road on the other side of it - but 
the entrance was where Miss Bessie had to stop. Inside the tunnel was what I was 
meant to learn. 
(Moral Disorder, "My Last Duchess", 86) 
With this image in mind Nell embarks on a journey of self-exploration where no one 
would dictate or influence her perceptions, and where she does not have to worry about 
submitting her interpretations and opinions to confinement of the examination system or to 
the people around her. Nell seems to be excited over this journey she is going to embark on: 
"I'd be finding things out. I'll be on my own." (Moral Disorder, "My Last Duchess", 86) 
Nell has a strong feeling of entrapment throughout the text and especially in this 
story-chapter until she recognises an empowered strange self which is larger than herself. By 
discovering this unknown self and recognising her own life force, Nell manages to step away 




"[I]s there nothing more for me in life - no true home [ ... ]?" (Villette, Ch. XXXI, 
340; emphasis added) Lucy's question may have struck a chord in the hearts of the other 
three protagonists as well, as they - four women of two different literary periods - share the 
same struggle in their search for a home and the same frustration of being constantly 
misrecognised. Through comparing the four novels from two periods, the thesis illustrates 
that despite the great historical shifts, with the introduction of ideologies such as feminism 
and individualism that liberate late Modem women from various conventions, the late 
Modem heroines can hardly escape from the social expectations that confined women 150 
years ago when the general belief in women's association with the domestic sphere remains 
firm. They have to confront surprisingly similar issues to those preoccupy the Victorian 
heroines. In the four autobiographical fictional writings, the memory of the four heroines -
or more specifically, the memory of the recognition and misrecognition they receive from the 
people around them- helps constructing their personal identities. The external journeys that 
the four protagonists embark on in search of a true home as a place which is not merely a 
place of dwelling but where they can be recognised are in fact internal journeys of self-
discovery. The thesis has concluded that, in essence, their need for a home is a need for 
recognition, and this quest for a true home is a quest for recognition. 
The experiences of the four heroines as discussed in the thesis highlight the 
importance of the initial recognition from the first bond with their mothers I mother figures, 
for this is what first defines them as who they are and posits them in a particular place in the 
world. The thesis has discussed how, because of misrecognition from their mother figures , 
Mrs Reed and Mrs Bretton, the young J ane Eyre and Lucy Snowe remain victims of social 
class misrecognition as their status as orphans places them at the base of the domestic 
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hierarchy. The analyses of the two late Modem texts suggest that, the significant decline in 
the mortality rate of women at child birth in the late Modem period may have saved the late 
Modem heroines from being marginalised as orphans, but it has not exempted Elaine Risley 
and Nell from being misrecognised by their biological mothers. Their homes have become 
places of misapprehension and the imposition of multiple identities instead of natural ease 
and refuge. Displaced in their first homes, Victorian and late Modem heroines alike need to 
seek an alternate home elsewhere, in relationships with individuals in their lives with whom 
they have significant interactions, especially their significant others who are usually their 
love interests. Examining these relationships, the thesis has also analysed why the heroines 
are vulnerable to the recognition of these particular individuals, and how their misrecognition 
and non-recognition of their subjectivity further alienate them and displace them in the world 
through issues of surveillance, marginalisation, exploitation, and above all, domination. The 
thesis has explained how such misrecognition and non-recognition could in turn lead to 
misrecognition of themselves. 
While demonstrating how recognition 1s essential to at-homeness through the 
experiences of the two Victorian heroines, the thesis has also pointed out that recognition is 
not always exercised in a benevolent way, and explored how abused recognition could 
threaten the existence of the individuals and harm them in the same way as misrecognition 
and non-recognition. The thesis concludes that, for Victorian women as well as for late 
Modem women, recognition of themselves is the first step to achieve mutual recognition 
which, suggested by Benjamin, is the key to complete at-homeness in the world. 
As Taylor asserts, the values and beliefs of the Romantics are "what is implicit but 
still at work in contemporary life: the Romantic themes [are] still alive in modernism, masked 
sometimes by the anti-Romantic stance of modernists; of the crucial importance of the 
affirmation of ordinary life, which is in some ways too pervasive to be noticed" (Taylor, 
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Sources of the Self, 498). The thesis emphasises that the situation in the late-modem period is 
a continuation of the Romantic period, underlining that, while both Bronte and Atwood are 
writing about women from their own times and their own countries, their heroines confront 
the similar problems in life, the similar worries and anxieties. They react to these issues in 
similar ways, and they seek the same solution in recognition. They must come to realise that, 
ultimately, their quest for a true home is achieved only through complete and impartial 
recognition, both from others and from themselves, for it internalises certain qualities in an 
individual which influence the construction of identities, the perceptions of the self, and of 
course, the relationships between individuals. In effect, the thesis provides a more relational 
view of the needs of the individual characters and affirms that an individual's feelings of 
being at home or not can always be underpinned by recognition or misrecognition of others. 
Through the comparison of the four texts, the thesis urges readers to evaluate relationships 
both within and outside the literary contexts in the light of the concept of recognition, and 
concludes that the quest for recognition, as stated, is a perennial issue. 
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